
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Contents

			Prologue

			Suva, Fiji 

			February 28th

			South Elgin, Illinois 

			March 3rd 

			Kandul, Chattisgarh State, India 

			March 16th

			South Elgin, Illinois

			March 18th

			Raipur, India

			March 18th

			Democratic Republic of Congo

			March 19th

			Heathrow Airport

			March 20th

			Labangka, East Kalimantan, Indonesia

			March 25th

			Cruise Ship Reine des Mers, Somewhere in the Indian Ocean

			March 30th

			South Elgin, Illinois 

			April 1st

			Lagos, Nigeria 

			April 3rd

			Chicago, Illinois 

			April 4th

			Cuyo Island, Philippines

			April 13th

			Fort Detrick, Maryland

			April 14th

			NIID Headquarters, Tokyo

			April 17th

			Yenisei, Russia

			April 20th

			White House

			April 21st

			Draethen, Wales

			April 21st

			White House

			April 22nd

			Pasteur Institute, Paris, France

			April 25th

			Wheaton, Illinois

			April 28th

			Talnakh, Siberia 

			April 29th

			CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia

			May 4th

			McGuire Air Force Base, New Jersey

			May 9th

			Chicago, Illinois

			May 12th

			Eighty Mile Beach, Australia

			May 14th

			Yaizu, Japan

			May 17th

			South Elgin, Illinois

			May 18th

			Quang Tri Province, South Vietnam

			March 30th, 1972

			City of the Dead, Cairo, Egypt

			May 22

			LaGuardia Airport, Queens, New York

			May 26th

			South Elgin, Illinois

			June 7th

			Yaizu, Japan

			June 15th 

			Sawtooth National Forest, Idaho

			June 19th

			Inverness, Illinois

			June 27th

			Talnakh, Siberia

			July 1st

			White House

			July 5th

			Inverness, Illinois

			July 12th

			Chicago, Illinois

			July 15th

			Pike County, Illinois

			July 18th

			Andover, England

			July 24th 

			San Francisco, California

			July 27th

			South Elgin, Illinois

			August 9th

			Epilogue

			South Elgin, Illinois

			September 9th

			



	

[image: ]

			To too many veterans of too many wars,
who traded their lives for our freedom.
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			Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’

			We are not now that strength which in old days

			Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;

			One equal temper of heroic hearts,

			Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

			To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield. 

			Ulysses. Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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			Prologue

			



	

Suva, Fiji 

			February 28th

			Adi Toganivalu sat at the nurse’s station at the center of the Happy Heart Nursing Home on the edge of Suva, the second largest city in Fiji. The one-story yellow brick building sat on a high spot, and had a picturesque view of Laucala Bay, a quarter mile away. A large garden, crisscrossed with paths and dotted with benches, offered a serene spot for residents to relax and enjoy the outdoors.  A few minutes after 8:00 in the evening, across the city to the west the sky arched a rich deep blue, fading into black overhead. 

			The home was small and exclusive, catering to well-heeled Western clients. Quiet reigned inside the facility. A few of the residents sat in the lounge watching TV in wheelchairs, or on the brightly patterned couches. Most of the others had already gone to sleep. Old people seemed to fall into two distinct patterns when it came to sleep; either they needed a whole lot, or very little. 

			Three linoleum-tiled corridors radiated out at right angles from the nurse’s station, making it easier to watch the whole facility from one location. Adi had a small TV on the desk at her elbow, tuned to one of her favorite shows, Keeping Up with the Kardashians. She absolutely adored Kylie and dreamed of meeting her someday. Maybe she would come to Fiji on vacation some time, and they would meet on the beach, and Kylie would notice how cool she was, and… she looked up to see a three hundred pound woman, stark naked, plod into the room across the hall from her own. “The Whale is mating again,” she told Tina. “Looks like tonight it’s Mr. LaClaire.” 

			People, she thought, would be shocked if they knew how much sex went on in nursing homes. Many of the residents suffered from various levels of dementia, and one of the first things lost in dementia patients was a sense of restraint. They often said the most outrageous things, without any filter, simply because they popped into their head. They often did the most outrageous things too, including for some, having sex wherever they could find it. When Adi first started working here, such behavior repelled her. She had no idea old people even had sex, and she found the idea totally gross. But the other nurses assured her it was absolutely normal behavior in a nursing home. Let them have their fun, they told her. They are grownups, and it isn’t like someone’s going to get pregnant. 

			Mrs. Wallace, who the staff had nicknamed “The Whale,” was one of the most incorrigible. She made absolutely no effort to hide her philandering, not even bothering to wear any clothing as she waltzed out of her own room and into the rooms of male residents. 

			Adi went back to her show. About fifteen minutes later she looked up and saw Mrs. Wallace’s broad back and droopy butt waddling further down the hall and into another room, her bare feet slapping on the tile floor. “Wow, Mr. Zumwalt too. Big night!”

			She glanced back at her show, but she stopped and leaned forward. Something about the sound of Mrs. Wallace’s footsteps wasn’t right. In the dimmed evening lighting she could see dark blotches on the tile floor where Mrs. Wallace had just walked. She stood to get a better look. “I think the Whale’s bleeding. It looks bad!” She turned to her friend. “Call the hospital and have them send an ambulance!”

			She rushed down the corridor and as she got closer, she could see bloody footprints and huge droplets of red. She glanced into Mr. LaClaire’s room and saw a ragged bloody smear on the curtain around his bed, and blood pooling on the floor. 

			“Oh God no!” she whispered and clutched at the crucifix that hung around her neck. She crept quietly to Mr. Zumwalt’s door and peeked in. The Whale straddled him in an obscene parody of coitus, her teeth yanking at a piece of tendon in the old man’s neck. A gaping hole in his throat jetted arcs of blood, squirting across her face. Blood covered the huge woman in a ghastly crimson sheen, her head and stringy gray hair soaked in it, and gobbets of flesh clung to her. Blood dripped off her enormous pendulous breasts and Adi could see it running in rivulets down her rolls of fat. 

			Oh my God, Oh my God, Oh my God! She felt a wave of pure horror pass through her as she stood in the doorway, her entire body frozen with terror. The door! she thought to herself. I have to close the door! Her eyes riveted on the obscene thing just a few feet away, she slowly slid her foot forward and leaned toward the handle. In that terrible instant, the thing swiveled its head toward her. Adi whimpered, transfixed, as she stared into the thing’s bloody, awful face with its empty, lifeless eyes, and then it bared its blood-stained teeth and threw itself off the bed. It thudded to the floor with a wet slap and scrambled to get a purchase on the blood-slickened tile, its eyes never leaving Adi’s.

			Adi shrieked as the thing flopped wetly toward her. She grabbed the handle of the door and yanked it, but the door smacked into the thing’s gory head. Its eyes went to her hand and it heaved itself up and lunged, its teeth missing her by a fraction of an inch. Adi grabbed the door frame with her other hand and yanked on the door in terror and frustration. The thing thrust itself at her, but its shoulder caught on the edge of the door. She screamed and kicked it in the face as hard as she could and the door squeegeed across its face and popped free, slamming shut.

			She backed away trembling, then ran for the nursing station. “Call the police!” she screamed. “Call Security! She’s Infected!”



	

South Elgin, Illinois 

			March 3rd 

			The old man cracked his eye open and peered at the clock on his nightstand. 7:30 a.m. He decided against trying for another hour of sleep, rolled onto his back, and began a series of stretches with his legs, ankles, and knees. Both legs were laced with a spiderweb of old scars. Some were ragged cuts or surgical scars which had been neatly stitched and were faint now, including a long scar at his left hip and several around his left knee. Others, deep shrapnel wounds, had taken divots out of his legs and were hard for people to look at.

			He sat up on the edge of the bed and started on his upper body: his back, his broad shoulders, and finally his thick neck. Both his shoulders carried faded tattoos, one of the Marine Corps emblem, the other a custom job, a shield that read BADGER ONE with a pair of crossed .45s. Other tats ran down his arms and marked his chest. Like his legs, irregular scars covered the rest of his body including half a dozen round puckered marks from old bullet wounds. He gritted his teeth as he bent his torso deeply to one side and then the other. As he rolled his neck he heard several loud pops, one of which sent an electric jolt of pain down his left arm to his fingertips.

			He’d been wounded twenty-six times, mostly shrapnel but some AK-47, and it was a wonder he was alive at all. After “The Day I Got Shot to Shit,” as he thought of it, he had died and been revived three times, twice at the field hospital in Quang Tri and once at the US Naval Hospital in Yokosuka, Japan, when sepsis had set in. After that there were seventeen operations and fourteen months of rehab and therapy, plus a half dozen more surgeries over the years as his body kept breaking down. 

			He flexed his “bad” left hand several times. Surgeons had wired the carpal bones into place so they would heal properly, and for a while he hadn’t had much trouble with it. But now, at 70, arthritis had set in and the hand perpetually ached.  

			He pulled on his jeans and a denim shirt and stepped into his shoes, made his bed, and then reached for the eye patch on his nightstand and settled it into place. He stopped in the bathroom, where he pissed and brushed his teeth. He had long since ceased to notice the jagged scar that ran from up above his hair line, through the place where his left eye had been, and down past the corner of his mouth. Or the other one, mostly hidden by his beard that ran along his jaw, where a piece of shrapnel had shattered three teeth, broken his jawbone, and sliced off the bottom third of his ear. Now, when he looked at himself at all he mostly saw that his beard shone white like snow and what had been a full head of black hair was now thinning and pale gray. 

			As he finished, he heard a snuffling and whining at the bedroom door. When he opened it his two dogs, Tank and Sonny, who he referred to as the Boys, whined and wiggled with pleasure at the sight of him, and tried to muscle each other out of the way to get the lion’s share of his affections.

			They were beautiful animals, boxers, with white legs and chest and a reverse brindle coat that looked like tiger stripes. They were brothers, litter mates. He’d flown to Germany to buy one from a breeder of champions, and when he arrived, there were only these two left, the one he had reserved and its brother. His puppy already weighed a healthy ten pounds, while the other, smaller pup only weighed slightly over seven. Someone else had reserved that one, but when they showed up to get it they had rejected it because it was much smaller than its brother. 

			The two, the breeder explained, had been nearly inseparable since birth, and offered him a reduced price on the little one. Owen took them both. He named the big one Tank, and the small one Sonny, and together they became the Boys. Surprisingly, Sonny experienced a growth spurt in the next few months and caught up with his brother. Now they were both just over four years old, identical in size; athletic-looking dogs with handsome heads and deep chests.

			He went down the stairs carefully, holding onto the railing to take some pressure off his bad leg, with its rebuilt knee and hip. At the front door, he snapped leashes on the boys, pulled on his leather jacket and his scuffed Marine Corps Vietnam Veteran hat, and stepped outside into the chill March air.

			He let them lead him partway down the short sidewalk to their favorite bush where they both lifted their legs and then sniffed along the flower bed to catch up on the comings and goings of the various creatures which crept around at night. 

			He stayed, for now, in a modest townhome in the suburbs of Chicago, fifty yards off the Fox River, one of several homes he owned. He’d bought the end unit closest to the river, the best location in the small subdivision. The old man (for that is how he thought of himself) paused for a moment, as he always did, to scan the river and the small wetland around him. The builders had created the wetland as a water runoff catch basin, and it wrapped around the two sides of his home that had windows. Between the wetland and the river to the east lay a patch of meadow with a few scrub trees. 

			The trees and shrubs were full of birds. He maintained seven or eight feeders, including an oriole feeder, just a little orange roof and a small bowl which he kept full of grape jelly. Raccoons prowled at night, along with opossums, skunks and the occasional coyote. Over on the river a hundred yards away were all manner of geese, ducks and wading birds, and a mile downstream a pair of bald eagles maintained a huge nest in an old dead tree. He regarded it all with a nature lover’s delight and an artist’s appreciative eye. 

			His artwork had made him a wealthy man. Not rich, but money enough to do pretty much whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted to do it, and that fit his definition of wealthy. The Wildlife Art of Owen Booth, the first of many collections of his artwork, had been published over thirty-five years ago, and you could still find it on Amazon. His main home and studio were in Telluride. He also owned a log home in Jackson Hole and an apartment in Beaver Creek Colorado near his main gallery. He’d bought this place six years ago when his brother’s son Dan and his wife Terry had their first child. He wanted a place he could come and stay for extended visits without being a burden, but he found himself drawn here more and more. It reminded him of his childhood growing up at the edge of the Chicago suburbs, of the woods and creek where he had spent his summers as a boy.

			He heard a quacking and watched as the resident pair of mallards, which he named Gertrude and Heathcliff, glided in for a landing on the little pond. 

			Suddenly a loud hollow thunk sounded from around the front of his building, followed immediately by the bleating of a car alarm. He thought maybe the Patinka kid across the street had backed into his mom’s car again and started that way. Another thwack from right above him made him flinch, and a huge mass of feathers and legs and neck tumbled off his garage roof and flopped onto the ground at his feet, barely missing him. His heart leapt into his throat for a moment and even his fearless dogs jumped back, startled and alert. 

			He just had time to yell, “Boys, stay!” when another bird plowed into the cattails a few yards away with a crash of dried reeds. As he watched, more birds fell into the wetlands, the meadow and then the river like an advancing artillery barrage. With a glance at the bird at his feet he could tell they were sandhill cranes, the tallest bird in North America. Dozens of sandhills were falling from the sky.

			High up he could see a hundred or more, a good two miles above him in the cloudless blue. They were agitated, their normally neat vee formation splintered and scattered. As he watched, they began to form back up, their odd trilling cries carrying faintly to where he stood. He scanned the skies for aircraft. A bird strike? One of the landing approaches to O’Hare went almost straight over his place, but there were no planes in sight. He had no idea how long it would take a dead sandhill crane to fall two miles to the Earth, but maybe it was enough time for a jet to disappear behind the low ridge across the river. 

			He knelt to inspect the bird in front him. The enormous crane was busted open and bloody, whether from a collision in the sky or the sudden contact with his garage roof, he couldn’t tell. The boys were whining… he could see they wanted a closer look too, so he told them, “At ease,” and they hurried over to sniff and prod the carcass. 

			The car alarm out front stopped, and he could hear Denise exclaim “Oh my Gawd!” He stepped around the corner of his garage and found her standing next to her car, staring in disbelief at the crushed roof and shattered windshield. A sandhill crane can weigh ten pounds or more. Falling from a height of two miles, it really does a number on a Toyota Corolla.



	

Kandul, Chattisgarh State, India 

			March 16th

			Dr Evan Booth, the old man’s brother, leaned back at his desk and rubbed the bridge of his nose. At 68, his eyesight was still good for distances, but age had forced reading glasses on him. He had picked these up in a drugstore in Raipur after his prescription pair had broken; he really needed to take some time off and find a good optometrist in the city to get a decent replacement, but time always seemed in short supply at the clinic. 

			Like his brother Owen, he had been born in the suburbs of Chicago. He had been short for his age in grade school, but continued growing right into college, and by the end of his junior year he topped 6’ 3”. Unlike Owen, who had joined the Marines straight out of high school to fight in Vietnam, Evan had stayed in school, graduated with honors and a degree in biology from the University of Illinois, and gone on to medical school at Johns Hopkins. He did his residency at Chicago’s famed Rush Presbyterian Hospital in internal medicine, and after residency he bought a practice in Bloomington, Indiana from a doc who wanted to retire. There he met a lovely nurse named Julia, with blonde hair and a laugh that reminded him of silver bells. 

			They were an odd pair; him, tall and quiet, with thick black hair and a Welshman’s tendency toward melancholy, and her, small and fair, who laughed often and loved him deeply. A year after they met they married. The marriage was a good one. They had two sons, Jack and Dan, who both moved to Chicago to find their fortunes. 

			He invented some important treatments and techniques, had articles published in the Journal of the American Medical Association, and won some prestigious awards. The clinic became two, then five, and then fifteen. Eventually he found himself doing lots of managing and almost no medicine. He decided to sell the business and retire at 65, so he could devote full time to his wife and family, to travel the world and do all the things they’d been putting off. He entered into negotiations with a corporation that owned a large chain of clinics across the Midwest. The people that owned it were good people, and he felt comfortable handing over his life’s work to them. Two months later he walked away with a check for $42 million. They found a beautiful property down in Pike County, Illinois, a few hours southwest of Chicago. It had a log home straight out of a magazine on 220 acres, with woods full of huge whitetail deer and three lakes brimming with largemouth bass. 

			The day came when they closed on their place in Indiana and officially moved to the Illinois home. Their first evening there, as they sat at dinner, happy and excited, full of plans for upcoming travel, Julia suddenly looked at him and quietly said, “Oh dear…” Her hand moved up toward her head, and then stopped. He watched her eyes lose focus, and then she slumped over sideways and fell to the floor. 

			She’d suffered a massive stroke. 

			At first it looked bad, very bad. A small blood vessel in her brain had ruptured and bled into the brain, causing an aneurysm. It scrambled her speech; she slurred and couldn’t remember words or form sentences. The stroke affected her entire right side. She had trouble moving her arm and leg, and that side of her face drooped. He had her transferred to Rush Presby so their sons could be close to her. A major stroke is often followed by one that kills, and the thought terrified him. He couldn’t stand being apart from her for a moment, so he had a cot moved into her room and spent almost every minute by her side.

			Bit by bit she came back. Her speech grew clearer, she struggled for words less. Her muscles began responding to therapy. At her urging he reluctantly gave up the cot and started spending the night at Jack’s place, in his spare bedroom. After eight weeks, she started walking again with help, and they were preparing to release her to a therapy center. And he dared to hope. 

			Then at 5:00 a.m. his cell phone rang. The nurse doing her rounds found his wife “unresponsive,” they said, and he needed to come right away. He sped to the hospital, and when he turned the corner into her room he expected to find a team working on her. Instead he found a room empty of people. His wife lay motionless, a sheet pulled up to her chest, the color gone from her cheeks and her soul gone from her body. 

			The following year was the worst in his life. He tried to fish and hunt, but the joy had gone out of it for him. He spent days going through all the scores of photo albums Julia had created of their life together and cried a lot. He felt empty, useless and full of self-pity, an emotion he hated but couldn’t shake. His sons, Jack and Dan, and his brother, Owen, visited when they could. Dan brought Terry, his lovely and thoughtful wife, and their daughters, Lainey and baby Hannah, who loved the woods and waters and their Papa, as Lainey called him, and for a little while the place, and his life, would brighten up. But both his sons had their own lives to live. 

			Then one day he got a phone call from the group that had purchased his company, which now owned over eighty clinics across the Midwest. They were sponsoring a gala in Chicago, a fundraiser for Doctors Without Borders, and they urged him to come. They were persistent and unrelenting, until finally he gave in and decided to attend. It was a long time before it occurred to him that Terry might have had a hand in that invitation, but if she did, it worked. 

			There he met a team from DWB operating in Raipur, India, a city of a million people that Evan had never even heard of. The situation was dire, they said. Hepatitis C and tuberculosis were at epidemic levels. Pediatric respiratory infections were killing thousands of children unnecessarily. They sat late into the night, long after the gala had ended, and talked while crews cleaned around them. The team had recently opened a small string of clinics around the south end of Raipur, and within weeks they were overwhelmed by the demand. With his great reputation as an internist and director of many successful clinics, they begged him to come and look at their operation and give advice.

			He didn’t want to go, but the idea of returning to that empty house saddened him. At least he could be useful, even if just for a little while. Ten days later, with his arm still aching from a series of required inoculations, he stepped off the plane into the steamy air of Raipur. 

			And now, two years later, he sat behind the desk in the clinic he ran, with five more nearby that he oversaw with weekly visits. He’d been using part of the considerable sum he’d made when he sold his clinics to finance various upgrades and additions to the existing facilities, and he had three more under construction. The stress was constant, the need was urgent, and he loved every minute of it. 

			The door opened and one of his aides stepped in and laid a folder on his desk. “There is a call for you on line one, sir,” he said. He turned to leave and staggered a bit before he caught himself. 

			“Ramesh, are you all right? You don’t look well. Are you taking your anti-malarials?” Like many of the locals, Ramesh had contracted malaria at an early age. The plains around Raipur were known as the Rice Bowl of India, but the paddies and marshes were ideal breeding grounds for mosquitoes, and malaria had been endemic to the area long before the oldest histories were written. Many of the residents, like Ramesh, suffered recurring attacks of the disease throughout their lives. 

			“Perhaps I have forgotten a bit lately, sir. They are being so expensive.” 

			He stood up and stepped around his desk and put his hand on the small man’s forehead, the deep rich brown of Indian rosewood. A mild fever, nothing serious. He really liked the man. Ramesh, he knew, was the father of four children, whom he adored. He had come to Raipur from the countryside to seek employment in the burgeoning auto parts industry but had been unable to find work. The salary in the factories ran as much as $500 per week, a princely sum by Indian standards, but there were many more job seekers from among the rural poor than there were jobs, and Raipur’s slums had grown like cancer. Booth insisted on paying all his local workers a similarly high wage, which he supplemented out of his own pocket, and the people they hired were generally like Ramesh: decent, hardworking people who were grateful to have the job. 

			“You’re supposed to be taking chloroquine phosphate, right? Come with me.” 

			They walked down the hallway to the locked closet where they kept their pharmaceuticals and other supplies. He grabbed a clipboard, made a note and signed it, and then handed a large pill bottle to Ramesh. “This is a 90-day supply of the chloro. See me when that’s gone, and we’ll keep you supplied. You’re too good a man to lose. Now take today and tomorrow off. Longer if you need it.” 

			“Thank you so very much, sir. Oh my goodness, sir! Your phone call!” 

			He strode quickly back to his office and saw that the light on the phone was still blinking. He picked up the receiver. “Dr Booth,” he said. 

			A familiar voice on the other end said, “Evan? Jeremy here. We have a bit of a situation and I think we need you here.” He first met Jeremy that night at the gala, and they quickly shared a fast friendship. He ran their clinic in Dunda, an impoverished suburb at the southern edge of Raipur. He specialized in infectious diseases and found himself truly in his element; India had diseases which hadn’t been named yet, much less studied. He seemed almost cartoonishly English, with a thin mustache, pale complexion and that clipped public school accent, and he talked like a character in some old drawing room drama. He loved calling people “old chap,” and saying “bloody,” and “I say!” No one actually said that anymore, did they? And understated to a fault. “A bit of a situation,” to Jeremy was “a dumpster fire” to most people. 

			“Jeremy, what’s up?” Understated though Jeremy was, he could hear tension in the man’s voice.

			“One of our patients has attacked several of the others. It’s quite serious, I’m afraid. At least two dead, including the attacker, and several others injured.” 

			“What was it, a knife attack?” The Indians were generally sweet and gentle people, but an undercurrent of mad violence ran not too far below the surface. Family feuds and perceived transgressions, especially those involving the complex caste system, occasionally resulted in deadly outbursts and vicious murder. If a feud had erupted, it wouldn’t be the first time angry families had spilled blood in the emergency room. 

			“No, I’m afraid it’s something worse. It seems one of our patients tried to eat the others.”

			“What do you mean, eat? You mean he bit them?”

			“No, Evan. He tore off huge mouthfuls of flesh and swallowed them. He stripped off his clothes and went stark raving mad, attacking anyone near him. He grabbed a child that couldn’t have been more than three years old and savaged him, tore his throat open, then ripped his arm off and started gnawing on it. One of the carpenters doing the remodeling finally hit him in the head with a hammer. He’s dead, I’m afraid.” 

			“Good Lord! Where is he now?”

			“We’ve got him in the morgue. The police have been notified, but there’s some kind of riot going on in the slums around Lalpur and they’re all tied up there for now.”

			“Who was he? Do we know?”

			“None of the staff could recall ever seeing him before. He appears to be another unfortunate living on the streets. He wore little more than rags. By the way, before he stripped, according to one of the nurses in the reception area, he scratched himself all over, quite frantically muttering about insects crawling on him. Formication, apparently.”

			“Sounds like a total psychotic break. Drugs, do you think?”

			“With this kind of behavior, I wouldn’t be surprised. With the formication and the highly aggressive acting out, I think we should also consider acute mercury poisoning. John said he’s seen something similar among gold miners in South Africa, where they use mercury as part of the extraction process, though not to this extreme.” The “John” in question was Doctor John Deevers, a retired SAS medical officer who found civilian life too tame and joined Doctors Without Borders. He’d been rotated into their practice about four months before and had been a godsend when it came to treating trauma cases. 

			The chemical poisoning explanation didn’t sound unlikely. It wouldn’t be the only time chemicals had caused deaths in India. Third world regulations of such enterprises were often sketchy. In 1984, a pesticide plant in Bhopal had suffered a massive gas leak that killed thousands and permanently injured at least that many more. 

			“All right. I have a couple patients to check on and then I’ll be right over.” 

			An hour later, Dr Booth pulled up in a new Hyundai van in front of the low whitewashed building that housed their clinic in Dunda. As he approached the front door, it burst open and people came pouring out, their eyes wide with panic. Some were screaming or crying; a few were splashed with bright red blood. Several seemed to be clutching bloody wounds. 

			Inside, two men wrestled on the floor with a naked man drenched in blood. Booth stopped short in shock, as the naked man pulled an arm free and whipped his head around. He lunged with his mouth open, teeth bared, toward the face of one of the men and tore off the man’s lower lip and most of the flesh on his chin. The man shrieked and rolled off, clutching his bloody face, and the naked man flipped the other man onto his back, fastened his teeth around his throat, and ripped.

			Blood spurted everywhere, splashing across the clinic’s tiled floor, and then the attacker’s eyes locked with Booth’s, his face and chest covered in blood. He bared his teeth. Booth froze. He could see the bloody man gathering his feet under him, preparing to charge, but he couldn’t move; he stood stock-still, terror gripping him. 

			The man flew at him, mouth open, his body bent nearly double and his arms dangling by his sides. Booth took a half step back and tripped, and the man leaped on top of him. He just had time to snap his forearm under the man’s chin and held his face away as the man squirmed and struggled to get his mouth on Booth’s throat. One part of him mentally shrieked in overwhelming fear and horror, but the diagnostic part of his brain began ticking off impressions. The man didn’t use his hands to pull Booth’s arm out of the way. He propped himself up on them, but did not use them offensively, as though he didn’t realize that was an option. The man’s breath smelled truly horrible, like an open sewer with a strong odor of vinegar. His skin looked strangely ashy, with blue-gray blotches around his eyes and nostrils, while his lips were almost purple and his sclera, the whites of his eyes, a mottled bluish gray. 

			Suddenly Dr. Deevers appeared behind the man with a leather belt in his hands. He looped it over the man’s head and around his neck and yanked him off Booth, up into the air. The man’s eyes bulged and his feet pedaled awkwardly, looking for a purchase, but Deevers stood much taller and held him aloft. Deevers swung him around and smashed him face down on the tile, drove his knee into the man’s back and pinned him to the floor. The man’s hands and feet scrabbled ineffectually, like a crab turned upside down.

			“Restraints!” Deevers yelled. “Get some restraints! Something to tie him with.” Staff members scrambled and in moments came pounding back with ropes and straps. They quickly had him trussed up like a Christmas turkey. “Get a gurney and let’s get him strapped down! I want him face down so it’s harder for him to bite!”

			Booth sat up and looked around, aware once more of the chaos that surrounded him, and then got to his feet. He saw the man with the torn neck lying a few yards away and rushed to him, but his throat was an open hole and dark blood pooled on the floor. As he watched, the man convulsed weakly and then lay still.

			Booth stood and carefully approached the naked man. “My God, John! He’s killed him!” He paused and sniffed. “What’s that awful smell? He stinks like old turtle water and vinegar!”

			Deevers grabbed the man with the bite on his face, and half carried him toward the doors leading to the exam rooms nearby. Booth could see the white gleam of his bloody jawbone in the dripping wound. He followed Deevers through the doors into the exam area. He glanced into the first exam room they passed and was shocked to see more splashes of blood on the walls and great pools of it on the floor. Three more bodies lay motionless, covered in blood and open wounds. One was a grown woman, the other two were small children. All three had their throats ripped open. One child was missing half the flesh off her arm and face. “They seem to have an affinity for throats,” Deevers said calmly from across the hall, as he applied a cloth to the man’s chin. 

			“What the hell is going on here?” Booth shouted. “Where are the police? How did that man get loose? I thought you said he was dead!”

			“That’s not the same man I called you about.” Dr Whitman stepped into the room. “He’s still in the morgue. This man came in a couple hours ago with his wife and two small children. We’ve been treating him for Hep C for a couple months now, and he came here for a blood draw. He was one of the ones bitten by the lunatic. We triaged the victims; his bite seemed the least serious. We put him in Exam One a half hour ago and as I prepared to see him, one of the nurses stuck her head in and said an ambulance had arrived with an emergency victim.” He nodded at the bodies on the floor. “That’s his family, or what’s left of them. Apparently he attacked them right after I left.

			“The patient in the ambulance came from Lalpur and someone had hacked him up rather badly with a machete. We rushed him into surgery, but we lost him before anything much could be done.” Whitman shook his head, sadly. It still hurt to lose a patient, even after all his years in medicine. 

			“Then I heard screaming and shouting and came back in time to see his naked buttocks charging into the waiting room, where you made his acquaintance soon after. His poor family was quite dead… as you can see he had apparently been feeding off them for several minutes.” 

			Booth looked at the other two, at a loss. “What the absolute hell is this? Any ideas?”

			Whitman said, “Not a clue, I’m afraid. Drug-induced psychosis would still be my best guess, but we’ll have to test his blood to find out for sure. And we run into a problem there, I’m afraid. Both the men have now been involved in homicidal attacks. I’m not sure it’s legal for us to perform any tests on them without police permission.”

			“Oh, balls!” snapped Deevers. Whitman looked at him and shrugged. 

			Booth thought for a moment. “John, would you gather the staff? Have them round up as many of the people who were in here as they can. Get names and addresses. Load the injured into the van and have one of the staff drive them down to my clinic in Kandul and get them patched up. Have them issued bus fare for wherever they need to go afterwards. We need to contact the police and the Public Health System in Raipur and shut down the clinic; it’s now a crime scene.” He paused. “Jeremy, you’re the expert on infectious diseases. What do you think? Could we be dealing with some form of contagion?”

			Whitman shook his head. “It’s remotely possible that there’s a disease vector of some kind here, I suppose, but I highly doubt it. Much more likely it’ll turn out to be chemically induced, or maybe drugs. There’s no disease on Earth that will produce those symptoms.” 



	

South Elgin, Illinois

			March 18th

			The old man pressed the disconnect button and leaned back in his chair. His call to the FAA hadn’t yielded any more information than it had two days ago. Neither had another follow-up call to O’Hare. No pilots had reported a bird strike, and that landing approach hadn’t been in use the day of the “Sandhill Barrage,” as the old man thought of it. The Illinois DNR had come and picked up what birds they could find; the ones that hit the river were long gone, probably in the bellies of some of the huge catfish that lurked in its depths. 

			He’d actually hunted sandhills in Kentucky, where they had a season on them. He’d gone out with a bunch of locals, and afterwards they cleaned them and grilled the big breast fillets. They were surprisingly delicious. “The Sirloin of the Sky,” the old-timers called them. He’d briefly considered collecting a couple of these for his freezer, but without knowing how they died, he decided not to chance it.

			He had friends in the DNR, and they assured him that the birds were being tested for pathogens, but he didn’t see how a disease could cause twenty or thirty birds to fall out of the sky at the same time. Before anyone had arrived, he’d gone around examining the ones he could find. The carcasses were similar for the most part, some completely intact and some with ruptured abdomens and spilled entrails. It was what you’d expect from the impact of a body being dropped from two miles up. But the damage seemed limited to the fall.

			He’d never seen a bird after an airplane hit it, but he Googled it and it wasn’t pretty. In all the photos he saw, the birds were absolutely shredded, not much left other than raw meat and feathers. These, on the other hand, were relatively untouched. He turned to his dogs, who lay on the floor next to him. “It looks like they just died up there,” he told them. They both opened their eyes, wagged their tail-stubs, then went back to sleep. 

			He tried googling “dead birds” first, but there were far too many results. Then he tried “mass bird deaths” and what he found surprised him. This wasn’t the first time, and it wasn’t anywhere close to the worst incident. Back in 2011, several thousand apparently healthy redwing blackbirds fell out of the sky in Beebe, Arkansas. The same week 500 blackbirds and starlings were found dead around LaBarre, Louisiana, and a couple hundred jackdaws had dropped out of the sky in Falkoping, Sweden. The more he looked, the more he found. There were incidents from the Philippines, Tunisia, Australia, Pakistan and more, going back for at least twenty years. In all the incidents no one could offer a convincing explanation for apparently healthy birds plummeting out of the sky, stone dead. 

			Hmmm, he thought. Curiouser and curiouser. He leaned back in his chair and ran his hand over his face. Then he typed “unexplained crane deaths.”

			The first story came from the Chicago Tribune, and it was about the sandhills. They’d sent a reporter out that afternoon while the DNR guys were still here, and actually interviewed him about it. He declined to be identified for the story, so they quoted him as “a local resident who witnessed the event.” The story had apparently been picked up by a couple of the wire services. 

			He scrolled down past the various reposts, and then a Reuters entry caught his eye. “Six Rare Siberian Cranes Found Dead.” The story was dated from two months before. A farmer in the Gansu Province in northern China had found six of the birds scattered around the mountainside near his home. He’d spotted their gleaming white carcasses against the rocky soil and hiked up to investigate. Siberian cranes are considered very good luck in China and are endangered, so he contacted authorities and they sent out a team of investigators. Authorities were said to be puzzled over the deaths.

			He found another from Turkey. About a month ago, witnesses had seen at least fifteen storks plummet from a clear blue sky. They all said there were no airplanes in the area at the time. That story had tagged a similar one, “Cargo Ship Crew Claims Rain of Ducks,” from the Associated Press. Three weeks ago a container ship passing north of the Canary Islands had reported that “a large number” of mallard ducks had rained down around their ship. No cause known.

			He sat back again, deep in thought. He’d spent a lifetime hunting and fishing and had been a member of the Audubon Society since his parents bought him a membership when he was a kid. He knew birds, and the one thing he knew that cranes, storks and mallard ducks had in common; they were all very high fliers. During migrations, they commonly flew at altitudes of two to three miles, probably to avoid predatory birds like hawks and eagles. 

			Something up there was killing high-flying birds. China, Turkey, the Canaries, Chicago… whatever it was, it seemed to be moving around the world at a steady pace. He charted the incidents, noting the date of each one.

			He opened his news feed, scanning for anything else of interest. Mostly the usual crap about the President and Congress, all of whom seemed to have the emotional maturity of preschoolers who skipped their naps. Then an item caught his eye. “Dateline Raipur, India. Dozens Believed Dead in Riots. Troops arrived today to contain the violence that has plagued this city for the past 24 hours. Businesses and homes have burned as residents in the city’s vast southern slums take to the streets. According to local authorities, some of the rioters were seen running naked and attacking passers-by. Authorities believe drugs may be involved.” 

			His brother Evan still lived in Raipur, running those clinics for Doctors Without Borders. He checked his watch and did some mental math. It would be 10:45 p.m. in Raipur, not too late to call. He scrolled to his brother’s number and hit “call.” 

			The phone was answered almost immediately. “Owen! Hey, good to hear from you.” 



	

Raipur, India

			March 18th

			“Hey, Little Brother, are you okay?” The “little brother thing” was kind of a joke between the two of them. Owen was two years older, but also three inches shorter. Evan often teased him about who was really “little” brother. But not today. “I’m reading about the riots. Are you safe?”

			“I am, I guess. But I’ve been declared persona non grata by the Indian government, along with two other docs. It’s a total mess here.” He felt exhausted, worn to a frazzle both physically and emotionally. He’d spent three hours in interrogation, five more in a car, and a bumpy hour on a local puddle jumper to Hyderabad, where he now sat in this small room in the US consulate waiting for transport out of the country.

			“What the hell happened? I thought they loved you over there!” 

			“They used to, and that’s probably the only reason we’re not all in a prison cell somewhere. Not any more though.” He looked up at the old watermarks on the sagging ceiling tiles. “They’re blaming us for some riots going on near the clinic. Much as I hate to admit, they’re not entirely wrong.” 

			“You’re kidding!!! What did you do?” 

			“We had a couple patients in one of our clinics this morning who went apeshit and killed people. They tore off their clothes and started biting everyone around them. One of them killed and ate his own family!” 

			“What? He ate them?” 

			“Yeah. Pretty terrible. Someone finally hit one of them in the head with a hammer and killed him. The other, the guy who ate his family, happened a couple hours later. We were able to capture him alive. The police are all over it now.”

			“Wow!”

			It had taken two hours for the police to arrive at the clinic. A very angry chief investigator started the conversation by putting the three of them and all the remaining staff members in handcuffs, much to their dismay. A lot of aggressive chatter in Urdu, the local language which Booth still struggled to learn, rattled through the building. A forensic team began photographing the corpse on the floor, which the staff had left undisturbed. Two uniformed cops wheeled the naked man on the gurney toward the back doors and the ambulance bay. The hall echoed with a lot more shouting and a lot more commotion when the bodies of the woman and her two children were found. 

			The police disconnected the clinic’s four desktop computers and carried them out the door despite Booth’s protests, along with all their personal laptops and tablets. A sharp and angry conversation between two police officials and the head duty nurse resulted in her surrendering the keys to the Records room, and a parade of cops carried file cabinets full of patient records out the front door, like ants raiding a picnic. The three doctors were finally marched out to a waiting police car and ordered into the back seat. 

			Once at the city’s main police station, several stern and angry policemen conducted Booth’s interrogation, making him go over the story again and again. What had they given those people to make them crazy? Who did he work for? The questions made no sense to him. He kept repeating his story until finally the Chief Investigator, a trim man with his shoulders back and his spine straight, as if he were on a parade ground, entered the room. He looked at the other cops and nodded toward the door, and they left. He unlocked the handcuffs and took out his phone and set it on the table. “Doctor,” he finally said, “are you aware of what’s been happening in Lalpur?”

			“I gather there’s a riot of some kind going on. I don’t see how that involves me or my people.”

			“Do you know why the original patient came to your clinic in Dunda? The one that first became violent and murdered the child?” The policeman leaned across the table. 

			“No, we hadn’t had time to see him yet. Before your men arrived I had a chance to look at his body. He had a rather serious bite on his shoulder. I assume that’s why he came. The people in the area know we’re a free clinic.” 

			“That is correct. One of our officers directed him to your clinic. Someone bit him, one of a crowd of people who were running naked through the streets of Lalpur, biting other people. Did you know that at the time, Doctor Booth?” He frowned. 

			“No, this is the first I’m hearing about it.”

			“Their activities triggered a riot. There has been much burning and looting. People have been killed. The number of these naked maniacs continues to rise, and the situation is still not under control.”

			“Again, I don’t see how this involves us.” Booth leaned back in his chair, puzzled. 

			“Among those who have been killed already were a number of these crazy people. Almost all of them suffered from bite wounds themselves. But here is the interesting thing. Four of these people had bite wounds that had clearly been treated at some recent time. According to their families, they received their treatment at your clinic earlier today, and were then released. And then they were all overcome with this madness. What do you say to that, Doctor Booth?”

			“I’m stunned. The implication is clearly that we’re looking at some kind of contagion here, but I don’t know of any disease in the world that could act that quickly or would produce those symptoms. It’s not possible!” Booth ran his hand over his head and rubbed the back of his neck in frustration. “Look,” he said, “For those people to have been infected at our clinic, presumably by a bite, we would be talking about a pathogen that would transform a healthy individual into a violent psychotic in a few hours. Infections don’t work that way!” 

			The investigators eyes narrowed. “And you have not given out any foreign substance, any experimental medicine, perhaps at the behest of a large pharmaceutical company? For testing? We are checking your records against other people who have succumbed to whatever this is, to see if they too have been treated by you.”

			“Absolutely not! That’s ridiculous!!!” Booth exclaimed. 

			“And yet it would not be the first time such a thing has happened, eh? These incidents are not uncommon in Africa, I hear, and unauthorized tests such as this have been carried out previously in my own country. By ‘Big Pharma,’ as the papers call it.”

			An officer leaned into the room and said, “Chief Investigator, I have your call.”

			He nodded and picked up his cell phone. “This is Chief Investigator Vikram Saha.” He listened for a moment. “Yes sir, I have him here.” He pressed a button and set the phone on the table.

			“Dr. Evan Booth, you are now on speakerphone with Prime Minister Bimala Vasudevan, Governor Jitendra Mukherjee, and Dr. Chandra Pawar, Secretary, National Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. Tell them what you’ve been telling my men.” 

			Evan repeated the story with surprisingly few interruptions. When he finished there was a long pause. 

			“Dr Booth, this is Chandra Pawar.” They had met a number of times over the past two years. Dr. Pawar had struck him as warm and good-natured. Now he was all business. “Do you have any idea what we’re dealing with here?” 

			Finally, Evan thought, someone asks me an intelligent question. 

			“No. At first we assumed the incident must have been either drug-related, or possibly some kind of chemical poisoning, like mercury. I’m still open to that idea. A foreign substance can affect the body much more quickly than a pathogen. Upon examination of both patients we also considered the possibility of an infective agent of some kind, perhaps transmitted through biting, but, given the behavioral symptoms and the speed at which the second patient exhibited those symptoms, that didn’t seem possible. What I’ve heard just now from the Chief Investigator here seems to strongly suggest that there is, in fact, an infective agent.”

			“Doctor Booth!” Mukherjee’s voice sounded strained and angry “If you knew it was an infection, why did your doctors release those victims into my city? Do you have any idea what you’ve done!”

			“I’m sorry, Governor, but they had no way of knowing at the time. There isn’t a disease anywhere that presents as a naked man biting people. That’s the sort of behavior you see with a drug- or chemical-induced psychosis or a complete schizophrenic breakdown. We simply had no reason to believe we were dealing with an infective agent at first.”

			“You fool! I will have you locked up a—” Another voice cut him off, the calm, reassuring voice of the prime minister. Booth had seen her on TV often since the last election, and even met her once at a reception. “That’s enough, Governor Mukherjee. Dr Booth, what else can you tell us?”

			“Ma’am, we had time to make some observations of the patient strapped to the gurney before the police arrived, and we noticed some very disturbing physical symptoms. There were blue-gray patches around his eyes and on the sclera, that is, the whites of the eyes. Also on the hands and feet and other places. Like heavy bruising, but paler. We found it in the Meissner’s corpuscles areas especially.”

			“What are Meissner’s corpuscles, Dr Booth?”

			“They’re specialized bundles of nerves, ma’am. They’re present just under the surface of the skin in areas where you’re extremely sensitive to touch. Fingertips, places like that.”

			“I see,” she said. “Please continue.”

			“We saw this blue discoloration anywhere there were heavy concentrations of nerves near the surface of the skin. The eyes, as I said, the genitals, the rectum. We also noticed veins of it going up his arms and legs, but they weren’t following blood vessels. Neurology is not my field, but I know the nervous system pretty well. The blue veins were following the nervous system throughout the body.”

			Doctor Pawar broke in. “Did you observe those same blue patches on the man who was killed? Your Patient Zero.”

			“Not at first. He had very dark skin, so the patches didn’t stand out. We examined him more closely later and they became apparent.

			“But the discoloration was far from the most peculiar symptom we saw. When we first examined the patient, we tried to take his blood pressure, but he had no blood pressure at all. He also had no pulse. When we tried to draw blood, what little came out was gummy and clotted. As far as we could tell, the man was clinically dead! But the bizarre thing is, he continued to move, to snap his jaws at us, to struggle against his straps. There is simply no way this could have been happening, but it was! 

			“Doctor Pawar, you asked me before if I knew what this is, and I don’t, but I’ve had time to do some thinking. There is a parasitic protozoon, toxoplasma gondii, which starts its life as eggs in cat feces. The feces is eaten by rats, and the gondii grows in the rat’s system. At a certain point, the gondii takes over a portion of the rat’s brain and makes the scent of cats sexually attractive, so the rats openly approach the cats and of course they’re eaten, along with the parasite. Eventually the cat defecates more eggs, and the cycle continues. 

			“There are other examples. The horsehair worm that causes crickets to drown themselves, the lancet liver fluke that causes ants to climb up to where they can be eaten by birds, and others. It would seem to me that, if we are dealing with an infectious agent here, it’s of a parasitic nature that causes its victims to bite other people to infect them. Nothing like this has ever been found in humans, but it’s not inconceivable. But this business of apparently killing the human being and animating their body somehow, that’s right out of the pages of a novel. And not a very good one, at that.” 

			“One last question, Doctor Booth,” the prime minister said. “Why are all these people … naked?” 

			“It’s called formication, ma’am. It’s the feeling that insects are crawling all over your skin. It causes many people to tear off their clothes and scratch themselves. We observed it in one of our patients right before the infection took over. Since it appears that this thing, whatever it is, attacks the nervous system, we assume that it’s caused by some reaction of the nerves in the skin. I’d have to study the transformation a good bit to tell more than that, but it’s definitely related.” 

			“Thank you for your help, Doctor.” The voice was Doctor Pawar’s. “Madam Prime Minister? Governor Mukherjee? Do either of you have any more questions for the doctor? No, then Doctor Booth, please stay on the line for a moment.” He said his goodbyes and the other two hung up. 

			“Evan, I want to tell you something,” Pawar continued when the other lines went dead. “I’m afraid it is quite terrifying. I ordered the man you examined be taken to the VY Hospital in Dunda. I understand that it is close to your clinic, no?”

			“Yes, I’m quite familiar with it. We send a lot of patients there.”

			“What is your opinion of it?”

			“Well, as I said, we often refer patients there. It’s a private hospital. Really good, for those who can afford it.”

			“Yes, I’ve heard the same. Well, Doctor Booth, you were right. The patient died. His heart stopped and he has no other vital signs. Neither do the other five victims the police have managed to capture. But here’s the thing, Evan. They’re all still conscious. Still aggressive. And apparently still quite hungry. Good evening, Doctor Booth, and goodbye. Chief Inspector Saha, please take me off of speakerphone.” The policeman put the phone to his ear and listened for a moment and looked sharply at Booth

			“I understand, Mr. Secretary,” he said into the phone, and disconnected.

			The inspector pocketed his phone and stood up. He seemed more relaxed now, Evan noticed, as though his mind had been made up on some important fact. “And now, Doctor Booth, there is a car waiting to take you and your two comrades to Nagpur, where you will be put on a plane to Hyderabad. The US Consul General in Hyderabad has agreed to facilitate your exit from the country with the utmost speed. I wish I could have you flown from here, but the airport probably isn’t safe for you.”

			Evan jumped to his feet, outraged. “What are you talking about? I need to go back to my clinic! I have patients there!”

			“Your clinic in Kandul?” The investigator called a number on his phone and spoke briefly in Urdu to someone on the other end. Then he turned the phone so Booth could see it. The feed showed a building on fire, flames reaching high into the night. With a shock he recognized it. “Your clinic, Doctor Booth? This is your clinic. Shortly after they arrived, that van load of injured you sent there from Dunda began to succumb to this infection, whatever it is. They spread through the town, killing and feeding on anyone they could catch. The disease spread quite quickly, and the troops which were sent there are still trying to contain it. A mob descended on your clinic and killed everyone they found there and set fire to the building.”

			 “Oh my God,” Booth whispered.

			“Your clinic in Dunda also burned. So did the one in Anupam Nagar. Doctors Without Border’s activities have been suspended throughout the country.” He thumbed again through his phone. “Do you know this man?” He held up the phone again so Booth could see it. It showed a photo of Ramesh, the little assistant from his clinic, apparently the shot from his Health Worker’s Certificate. “He also became infected. He killed three of his four children. His wife and one child escaped, but both were bitten. I think you can imagine what happened next.

			Booth sat back down, stunned. That poor, lovely little man, he thought sadly. 

			“No, Doctor Booth. You are leaving India. I believe your story, and do not find you at fault. But the street is angry, and they need someone to blame and right now, that someone is you.”

			“My God, Ev. I’m sorry! What are you going to do now?”

			“Doctors Without Borders has suspended me pending a hearing, and who knows how long that will take. I’ll probably have to resign. They’re really pissed off at me. You have to screw up pretty royally to get the organization tossed out of a whole subcontinent.” He sighed. “I haven’t seen my kids or grandkids in a while. I guess I’ll head to Chicago and figure out what to do next.

			“You know,” he said sadly, “The infection was already spreading in Lalpur before we released those bite victims we treated, so we didn’t cause that, though I guess we fed the flames. But I should never have sent that vanload to our other clinic. I just didn’t think. Maybe I was more shook up than I realized after wrestling that crazy man, I don’t know. But all those deaths are on me.”

			And now, Evan thought, once again I’ve lost everything. First Julie’s death, and now this. Everything I’ve worked for. Everything I’ve built here. Gone. And worse than gone, instead of helping, I destroyed lives. 

			“What about this… thing? Dead people infected with some parasite, running around biting people? That’s batshit crazy!” Owen said.

			“I know! It’s like some John Carpenter movie. A zombie apocalypse!” Evan Booth loved old horror movies, but never thought he might be living one out. 

			“Do you think it could spread?”

			“I don’t know. It’s possible, I suppose. If this is just a local outbreak, they can probably contain it. But if it’s more widespread...” He didn’t finish the thought. He didn’t need to.

			When the call ended, the old man started combing his news feeds again. No mention of a disease but a story from China talked about a chemical leak at a plant in Chengdu which had caused a whole section of the city to be cordoned off, and another one about riots in Xinjiang province blamed the Uighur minority. A story from South Korea talked about an apparent suicide cult which had included cannibalism, and authorities in Myanmar had instituted a communications blackout along the Laotian border and weren’t letting the press in to investigate. 

			He reached for a pad of paper, flipped it open to a blank page, and began making lists. 

			



	

Democratic Republic of Congo

			March 19th

			Derek Hesse sat on a bench in a camouflaged blind raised above the jungle floor, watching the chimpanzees in the trees above him, and idly scratching at a bug bite on his arm. The blind extended about seven feet wide and just as high, with a thatched roof and an open window wide enough for two people to sit side by side. A feeding station with bananas and other fresh fruit sat across the clearing. The troop seemed jumpy, and easily startled. He attributed this to the presence of the chimpanzee, a big male in his prime, sitting on a large tree that had fallen partway over, held up by surrounding trees, and now rested at a 45-degree angle. The day before, after days of grunting and displays, he and the troop’s alpha male had finally fought a running battle that lasted about ten minutes. It ended with the now former alpha, badly bitten and bloodied, running off into the woods. Derek hadn’t seen him since and doubted he ever would again.

			Derek had left his home in Leipzig and traveled to central Africa to join the University of Berlin’s chimpanzee study in the Maiko Reserve in the Democratic Republic of Congo, and to work on his doctorate in anthropology. His specific area of study involved chimpanzee tool use and how it compared to early hominids, and in the eight months he’d been here had already noted several behaviors which, to his knowledge, had never been cataloged before. His thesis was beginning to shape up nicely, he thought. He’d spent a three-day shift in the blind, camping a few hundred yards away, and he was due to be relieved soon. He couldn’t wait to finish the long hike back to base camp where he could begin to transcribe his notes. 

			The chimp on the tree bore the formal designation of G-122, after his troop and birth order, but everyone in the camp knew him as Lefty. Much of the primatology community considered whether chimpanzees displayed “handedness” to be an open question, but to Derek and the others in the camp it was settled science. Lefty clearly preferred his left hand for tool use, actions like for sticking twigs into termite mounds to get at their larva or breaking off large sticks and threatening encroaching neighboring troops with them. 

			Derek possessed a special fondness for Lefty. He had, for a big male chimp, a fairly easy-going nature, tolerant of youngsters and not prone to unnecessary violence. The alpha male he had overthrown, who everyone called Rambo for his broad shoulders and aggressive manner, was, in Derek’s professional opinion, an asshole. He had a foul temper, routinely making threats and dominance displays at the other males and taking food from females when food was plentiful. And woe unto any juvenile who strayed too close. Several had received serious wounds from the large canines he sported. 

			Often when an alpha is popular with his troop, other males will join him to fight off any rivals, but in this case Rambo had fought Lefty alone, a testament to his crappy personality. Derek smiled as he thought of it. Rambo reminded him of that other jerk, the one back at camp named Martin Wallace. Martin, a big good-looking American made the hearts of several of the female researchers in camp flutter like schoolgirls. Derek, on the other hand, had graduated from college two years early, and his boyish looks and small frame made him appear more like sixteen than his real twenty-three. On his first day in camp, the bilingual Martin had dubbed him “Das Junger,” which roughly translated meant “The Kid.” The appellation stuck, and now everyone in camp called him Junger. He smiled at it outwardly, but inwardly he seethed. 

			He scratched himself more vigorously as the itch seemed to travel up his arm. He stood up and checked around the blind. More than once he had been so caught up in his observations that he had been surprised by ants, sometimes several at a time, which had marched up an arm or leg and delivered a painful bite. He found none. He sat back down and checked the battery level on his videocam and began taking notes again. 

			Over the next quarter hour, the itching came and went, each time a bit stronger than before. His stomach grew queasy, and his neck started to ache. Truth to tell, he’d been feeling a bit unwell the last day or so. There wasn’t anything unusual about that. Derek, who admittedly did have a pretty sensitive constitution, had suffered three bouts of dysentery since he’d been here, two unidentified fevers, and more boils and bug bites than he could remember. It came with the territory, quite literally. But this business with the itching was something unpleasantly new. 

			Soon another wave of itching, coupled with a burning sensation, spread across his entire body. His hands and feet itched. His rectum and genitals felt like they were on fire. His mouth burned and he dug his knuckles into his eyes to relieve the itch there. Convinced his body must practically swarm with insects, he jumped up and stripped off his clothes, and checked his body. Instead he saw faint dusty blue patches at his inner elbows and wrists, and on his palms and fingertips, like deep bruising only paler. Lines of blue seemed to travel under his skin, and where the blue showed clearest, the itching burned most intensely. He felt quite light-headed, so he sat back down quickly.

			Lefty noticed his quick movement and eyed him suspiciously. The chimps knew the man-thing sat there, of course. This troop had been under observation since before any of them were born. The blind had not been constructed to fool them, but to help remove the people from the scene a bit so the chimps could focus on normal behaviors. Still, Lefty watched him carefully, raising his head occasionally to sniff the air. 

			Derek’s head swum with a sudden vertigo. His joints ached, his lips felt numb, and his itchy eyes watered. I’m definitely coming down with something, he thought. Some new kind of jungle crap, no doubt. As if to confirm it, his gut rumbled and began to cramp up. I hope I don’t puke, he thought. He started to sway and fell heavily against the window frame, causing the whole blind to rattle. 

			All the chimps stopped what they were doing at the sudden sound and swiveled their heads in his direction. Lefty sniffed again, bared his fangs for a moment and began pacing up and down the fallen tree in agitation. 

			“Scheisse!” Derek muttered to himself. “I’m really sick! I need to get back to camp.” He tried to move toward the ladder but found he couldn’t get his body to respond. He fell over backwards off the bench, struggled to get up, and then rolled onto his back, staring at the thatched ceiling. 

			I think I’m in trouble, he thought. Real trouble. It was the last rational thought he had as the parasite spread through his brain, shutting it down. 

			Lefty continued to sit on his tree, picking and chewing on a leaf. He could smell the man-thing’s sickness coming from the blind. Humans had been observing chimps for decades, but of course the chimps had been observing the humans too, and Lefty had never seen anything like this. He considered leaving, but curiosity got the better of him. So he watched and waited, wondering what the man-thing might do next. 

			He stood up to go have a look for himself when the man-thing’s head popped up in the window, its eyes darting about wildly, and then it locked onto Lefty. It looked him right in eye and bared its teeth. It thrust itself awkwardly out of the window, and fell onto the ground below, then rose to its feet and began to move toward the fallen tree with an odd stiff-legged gait. As it moved, its pace quickened, and then it was running, its hands hanging loosely at its side, as if forgotten. Lefty rose up and hooted loudly, bouncing on his feet, waving his arms in the air and screeching in a clear warning. He had nothing against the man-things. They were harmless and were often interesting to watch, and the troop appreciated all the free food. But this one was engaging in some very un-man-thing behavior and was about to get its ass kicked if it wasn’t careful. The rest of his troop hooted in response, raising a racket that carried through the jungle. 

			But his displays didn’t work. The man-thing had reached the tree and rapidly climbed up the slanted trunk on all fours toward Lefty, its eyes fixed and staring. Lefty scurried down the trunk, his muscles bunched, and as he reached the man-thing he struck it with a powerful backhand swipe that launched it into the air. An observer, if one existed, might even have noticed he used his left arm. The man-thing fell to the ground below, striking hard among the leaves. But it rose up almost immediately and limped toward the fallen tree again. 

			Lefty hooted to the troop and ran up the fallen tree into the canopy and hurried off deeper into the jungle. Enough of this! The strange behavior and sick smell told him the time had come to leave. The troop followed close behind, and in seconds they were gone. 

			The thing that had been Derek Hesse looked around in confusion. First the food was here. Now it was gone. And it was very very hungry. Then from nearby it heard a noise. It limped off to investigate. 

			Martin Wallace, field researcher and doctoral candidate, paused to adjust his backpack and wipe his forehead. The hike up here had taken almost three hours and his shirt stuck to his chest with a vee of perspiration. He wondered if he’d ever get used to this heat. His pack contained several recording devices, a laptop computer, and a shotgun mike for picking up chimp vocalizations. His doctorate centered on language development among chimps, and he’d made some real progress using a computer to classify their calls and replies. Just ahead he heard the warning cries of an alpha male, followed by answering hoots from the troop. Maybe Rambo has come back for another round, he thought. Well, once he’d relieved Junger at the feeding station he’d get his equipment set up and maybe get some good stuff. 

			The trail made a sharp turn and he stopped short. In front of him stood Junger, stark naked. He looked terrible. His thin pale body looked garish and unhealthy in the thin jungle light, with blue-ish patches around his mouth and eyes and veins of it down his arms and across his chest. His eyes were blank and his mouth hung open. 

			“Derek?” he said, stepping forward. “Are you okay?” 

			The troop didn’t return to the feeding station for nearly three months. When they finally showed up, there was no one left to care. 



	

Heathrow Airport

			March 20th

			The sleek Cessna Citation touched down gently on the runway. It taxied past the crowded passenger terminals, past the VIP terminal with its luxurious private lounges, and made its way instead toward a nondescript building. The plane came to a stop and the side opened with a gentle hiss as the cabin step unfolded. Two men came down the stairs. One, a tall man in his early fifties, walked with a military bearing. The other, of average height, shuffled along with his head down, as though he’d blown the winning goal in a championship match. The bitingly cold wind whisked around their faces, a dramatic change from the heat and humidity of India. 

			They were greeted by a young man in an overcoat, his collar pulled up to avoid the chill. “Doctor Whitman, Major Deevers? Come with me, please?”

			“Actually it’s just Doctor Deevers now. I’m retired.”

			“Not anymore, sir” the man said. “You’ve been reactivated.” 

			“Really? What’s this all about, then?”

			“Let’s get out of the wind first, shall we?” the young man said, and led them around the corner of the building. A long dark sedan waited for them with a driver in military uniform. Once in the car, the man said, “I’m Bert Hatcher. Doctor Bert Hatcher. Actually I guess I’m Lieutenant Bert Hatcher, MD now, since I’ve just accepted a commission in the Army. Which is where we’re going. To the Army, I mean. Army Headquarters. In Andover.” 

			“Why there?” asked Whitman.

			“I’ll let them explain. Above my paygrade and all that. Go fetch them, they told me, so here I am. And here you are.” 

			In Andover, they were taken to a large blocky red brick building that looked as though it had been constructed shortly after the defeat of the Spanish Armada. It had the feel of an old army barracks, which turned out to be exactly its original purpose. They followed Hatcher up the huge central staircase and into an office. An unmanned reception desk sat in the antechamber. Hatcher rapped lightly on the inner office door, stuck his head in and said, “They’re here, Colonel.”

			The colonel stepped from behind his desk to shake hands. A large man with a florid face, he sported a neatly trimmed mustache that he waxed and curled up at the ends, making him look like he might pull a rabbit out of a hat if you had one handy “Patrick Finnie. Call me Finn, everyone does.” His voice held the remains of a Scottish accent, though one tempered from years of living in England. 

			At the name, Whitman looked up with sudden interest. “Doctor Patrick Finnie? Ebola outbreak in West Africa Finnie?” The man nodded. “It’s an honor to meet you, Doctor Finnie.” 

			“Finn, please,” he smiled. “Now let’s get down to business. I’ve asked you here to help me with this infection you ran into in India. It’s been popping up all around Asia and Oceania, and now it’s in India too.” 

			“Really?” asked Whitman? “It’s not just isolated to Raipur?”

			“Oh no,” replied Finnie. “We’ve been hearing bits and pieces about it for a couple weeks now. It first cropped up in Tonga. Then New Zealand, Japan, Australia, maybe China, but they’ve been quite closed mouth about it. Now India. Very few physicians have seen it firsthand from start to finish the way you two have. Due to the violent nature of those who’ve become infected, they’re usually dead before anyone can get there to observe them. We’re starting a team to study it here and I want you two in on it. Ground floor and all that. Base you in Singapore, perhaps, or maybe Hong Kong, ready to fly out at a moment’s notice and jump into the fray, eh? Doctor Whitman, if you’ll join us you’ll be commissioned as captain in the Royal Army Medical Corps.” 

			Whitman sat back, blinking. “I’d be honored,” he said, finally.

			“I can see Jeremy would be useful here, with his background in infectious diseases,” Deevers said. “But why me? I’m a combat medical officer and surgeon. What good could I do here?”

			“A great deal, actually.” Finnie leaned back in his chair. “We have teams all over Britain who are working to find the transmission method and its source. What we’re going to do here is study the people who are already infected. How do they survive? How long do they live once the disease takes over? What are their physical limitations? Devise experiments to test their abilities. Put them through their paces, as it were. You know the human body under duress as well as anyone, Doctor Deevers. How about putting that knowledge to good use?”

			Deevers thought for a moment, then nodded. “I’ve certainly nothing better to do.”

			



	

Labangka, East Kalimantan, Indonesia

			March 25th

			“Hi, everybody, it’s me, Fenna! I’m here in Kalimantan on the island of Borneo! You’ve never heard of it, right? Well neither had I until a week ago, and now I’m heeere!” She ran around in a little circle with her arms straight out to her side, her suntanned breasts jiggling inside her tiny bikini. “And I have found the most fabulous, most perfect beach ever!” She dropped to her knees and scooped up a double handful of white sand, held it up toward the cell phone her friend held toward her and let it run through her fingers. The angle also allowed for a fine view of her firm round breasts. “It’s called Labangka, or maybe that’s the town. But look at this sand! Isn’t it perfect?” She stood up again and danced sideways, so the jungle waved at her back. “And this sunset is so, so fantastic!” 

			Police Sergeant Syukri Bintulo sat astride his bicycle and watched the shapely blonde Dutch girl as she performed for the camera. He disapproved of her attire; she wore nothing but the tiniest of bikinis, composed solely of three small patches of fabric the size of a child’s hand, and some string. Her entire back side was naked save for a few straps, her front side nearly so. Still, he thought, she certainly spiced up the empty beach. 

			Out past the reef a yacht rode at anchor, its sleek, modern, white surfaces now tinted pinkish orange by the setting sun. A large launch bobbed in the gentle surf just off the beach.

			“So follow me on Instagram and tell all your friends! This is Fenna! I love you all sooo much!” She ran up to the camera and gave it a big kiss with her lovely, pouty lips and then laughed. Camera off, she thumbed some buttons on the phone, pulled on a T-shirt and joined a group of tanned young men and women. Someone handed her a beer, and she took a long pull. One of the men said something to her, and everyone laughed. Syukri couldn’t hear what he said, but it must have been something off-color because she pushed her hands up under her breasts and jiggled them at him and stuck out her tongue. 

			Must be nice, he thought. A whole subculture of kids who had lots of money and nothing but free time traveled the world looking for “fun,” which usually meant sex and drugs in exotic places. Right now there were only a few dozen on the beach. By the end of the month there’d be hundreds.

			Another young man suddenly jumped up, yanked his t-shirt off and began scratching his chest furiously. Bintulo smiled. Sand fleas, he thought. They were bad last year. If they’re starting this early, they’ll probably be worse this year. 

			Bintulo straightened his police uniform a bit and mounted his bicycle. He wore the standard issue khaki shirt of the Indonesian police, but like most cops here on Kalimantan, instead of the heavy brown pants, he wore crisply pressed shorts and high socks. He’d stuck to the pants when he first arrived, but he’d gotten them jammed in the bicycle chain twice, despite the chain guard, so he’d reluctantly switched to the shorts. 

			He possessed a handsome face with clear coffee-colored skin and a trim mustache, and the black police beret looked sharp on him. He had been hit on several times by drunken female tourists, but no good ever came from sleeping with the white women who flitted through the area. Everyone knew stories of good cops in tourist towns who had taken a tipsy tourist up on her invitation into her bed, only to have her regret it the next day, march into his superior’s office and claim she’d been taken advantage of. Besides, he had a wife at home who would flay him alive if she ever caught him cheating. 

			Twenty-two full time officers served in the Southern District, which spread from just south of the city of Balikpapan to the border at Pawing. Farms dominated the district, a scattered patchwork of fields that ended in the foothills of the mountain range which ran down the middle of the island. The area boasted some beautiful surf which drew globe-trotting surfers, but the waves were too high to make the shores attractive to the beachcomber set. Labangka was the exception. Two hundred meters offshore lay a reef which ran for a couple kilometers down the coast, keeping the water behind it calm and inviting. The reef had some wonderful snorkeling too, something Bintulo and his wife loved to do in their spare time. The young globe-trotting set had discovered the area a few years back, and every year when the rains ended there were more of them. 

			He decided to head back toward the headquarters in Babulu Darat, a quick ride away. Nearly dinner time, he noted, and he’d promised his wife Amsia he would join her at the clinic cafeteria for a bite. Perhaps this time she had good news, although Bintulo didn’t allow himself to believe it. 

			Leaving the area, he passed by a cluster of homes and stopped short. Did he hear a scream? It was faint, and he wasn’t sure. Might have been children, or some horseplay from the beach, or even monkeys chasing each other through the trees. He waited for a while and didn’t hear it again, so he shrugged and started on his way. Monkeys, he decided. 

			When he walked into the kitchen of the clinic, he could see at once that the news was bad, again. Bintulo sighed as he watched his wife staring down at her tea, idling stirring it with a spoon, a vacant look on her face. He sat down next to her and took her hand. “How is my beautiful wife today?” he asked brightly.

			“Oh, Syukri,” she said sadly. They had been married for eight years, since before they left Bali so she could take the job her in Kalimantan and had been trying to have children the entire time. Two years ago, Amsia finally consulted the physicians she worked for. They examined her, and the diagnosis was grim. An untreated childhood illness had left her unable to conceive. 

			Since then they had been trying to adopt, but Indonesian law made that almost impossible for them.  Muslims made up seven eighths of the population of Indonesia, and the law forbade any child to be adopted out of its religion. Hindus like Bintulo and Amsia were at a special disadvantage, since Hindus were only about two percent of the population, and almost all concentrated on their home island of Bali. On top of that, a very strong sense of extended family prevailed among rural people on Borneo, like rural people everywhere. Orphaned or unwanted children were quickly absorbed into extended families as a matter of course. Still, on the rare occasions a Hindu mother died in childbirth, or when the mother was very young, Amsia would gently approach the family and ask if they might be interested in giving the child up for adoption. She might have received the same answer if she’d asked if they wanted the child cooked and served for dinner. 

			By the time he left the clinic, darkness had fallen. He stopped to have a smoke when his walkie talkie crackled. “Bintulo? Are you there? Come in, Bintulo.” 

			“I’m here, Chief. What’s going on? Over.” 

			“I need you here right away. Where are you? Over.”

			“I’m right down the road at the hospital, Chief. What’s up? Over.” 

			“Just get here fast.” The transmission ended. The chief must be upset about something, he thought. He ended without saying “Over and out.” The chief had a real bug up his butt about walkie-talkie protocol, but as his father used to say, “The boss may not always be right, but he’s always the boss.” Bintulo hopped on his bike and started pedaling hard down the street. 

			He arrived in less than a minute. The chief and Rajaguk, the other officer on this shift, were already waiting by their one squad car. He jumped off the bike while it was still rolling and leaned it against the building and trotted over to the car. The chief clenched a cell phone to his ear in his big meaty fist, his face scowling. He said something sharp that Bintulo didn’t catch, and disconnected. “I’m here, Chief,” Bintulo said. The chief responded by slapping him in the chest with a holstered pistol, a Walther P99, on a Sam Browne belt. 

			“Put this on and get in. You drive. The beach. The one at the end of Old Temple Road.” 

			“Chief, I was just there a few hours ago,” Bintulo said over his shoulder as he strapped the gun belt around his waist. “Bunch of Euro-trash tourists and a big yacht offshore, but no one was making trouble.”

			“Well they are now,” the chief grumbled. “We’ll just have to sort them out and see if we can keep everything quiet.” Bintulo hopped into the driver’s seat next to Rajaguk and fished for his seat belt while the chief climbed into the back. The chief, a big heavyset man with a thick mustache and a perpetual frown, had been a champion wrestler in his younger years, and still took on all comers at the annual spring festival. “Move!” he commanded. Bintulo put the car into gear and stepped down hard on the accelerator. Gravel spun under the wheels, and the squad car fishtailed onto the road. 

			He looked at the chief in the rear-view mirror. “Siren?” 

			“No. It’s not far and I don’t want the bastards to know we’re coming.” He looked out the window for a moment. “We got a call from someone who lives near the beach. She said there’s been lots of shouting and screaming, and a couple naked men ran past her house a few minutes ago. She thought she saw blood on one of them.” 

			They all knew that could mean serious trouble. Indonesia depended heavily on tourism for its economy. An incidence of violence involving tourists, especially if there were deaths, could mean the loss of tens or hundreds of millions of tourist dollars. When a nightclub bombing in Bali killed a hundred and eighty tourists in 2002, estimates were that Indonesia lost a billion dollars in revenue. It didn’t matter whose fault it was or whether anything could have been done to prevent it; if they got upset in Jakarta, it was very bad news for little people like them. As his father also said, “When the elephants dance, the grass suffers.”

			They drove quickly down the dark road. As they passed a cluster of houses, Rajaguk whipped his head around toward the road behind them. “Did you see that? There were people in those woods and they were naked!” 

			“Stop the car!” the chief shouted, but as Bintulo started to brake he growled, “No, keep going. We’ll deal with those bastards on the way back.” As they neared the ocean, through the trees they spotted flames. “Shit!” the chief yelled. “They’ve torched the cabanas!” A small open-fronted grass hut sat on the beach, owned by one of the local bars. During the tourist season it was used to vend food and drinks, but now it was a bonfire, its thatched roofs blazing, sending spinning orange and red sparks up into the night sky. Silhouetted against the flames, they could see people running. 

			He drove down onto the beach and slewed the car around so its headlights lit up the nearest fire. A cluster of naked figures, both men and women, crouched around something on the sand. When the headlights hit them, they all looked up. Their eyes were wide, and their faces and chests were covered with blood. They looked like demons. A strong stench filled the night air. 

			The chief barreled out of the car and yelled, “Damn your eyes! What’s going on here?” As one, the crowd jumped up and loped across the sand toward the squad car with an odd ambling gait, their arms dangling by their sides and their mouths open, teeth bared. The chief and Bintulo both reached for their extending batons, but Rajaguk backed away, drawing his pistol as he did. The chief crouched at the front of the car, his muscles bunched and ready. He glanced back at Bintulo and Rajaguk. A fierce grin lit his face. He hit the first runner hard enough that Bintulo could hear his collarbone crack like a knot exploding in a fire, but it didn’t stop him. He staggered to one side with the force of the blow, and then threw himself back toward the chief. The chief hit him a terrific wallop behind the ear and this time he went down like a sack of bricks. 

			The sight stunned Bintulo. That man should not have been able to function with an injury like that. A broken collarbone is immensely painful; he should have been writhing on the ground. But he had no time to think about it as the runners came pouring around his side of the car. As the first one came within reach, he hit him with a vicious sidearm blow to the ear, and down the man went. He hit the second one the same way, but the third one had her arms up and he couldn’t reach the ear, so he brought the baton straight down on top of her head. The runner staggered, and her knees started to buckle. Bintulo cocked his arm back and hit her again, swinging as hard as he could, terror and adrenaline in equal measure powering the strike. He both heard and felt her skull giving way under the force of the blow. She fell forward, but the impact bounced the baton out of his grasp. Bintulo stood motionless for a moment, awed by the violence he’d committed.

			He watched the chief hoist one runner in the air with a big meaty hand around the man’s neck, and smash another across the face with his baton, when a naked, bloodstained man with crazy eyes leapt toward Bintulo’s throat. In an instant he recognized him as the boy that had joked with the Instagram girl earlier in the day. He brought up his hands to defend himself when a hole appeared in the boy’s forehead and the back of his head exploded. From behind him Rajaguk yelled, “Use your gun, fool!” He reached for his pistol as two more came at him, but before he could draw, Rajaguk shot the first one twice in the chest. It had no apparent effect. 

			“The head!” he yelled. “Rajaguk, aim for the head!” Together they dropped both runners. By the light of the fires, Bintulo could see other figures scurrying toward them from farther down the beach.

			The chief had his gun out now too. He shot three in quick succession, but a bloody man jumped him from behind, sinking his teeth into the chief’s shoulder. He screamed in pain, and pivoted his body, dropped his shoulder and smashed the man’s head into the frame of the car. The man fell, but then there were more and he was out of bullets, so he turned his gun around and used it as a club. There were too many, latching on with their teeth and taking bloody bites out of his arms and chest. Still he fought them, smashing heads with his gun butt, and sending them sprawling with punches from his huge fist, until a small woman with blood-soaked hair rose up off the ground in front of him, sank her teeth into his throat and shook her head like a mongoose with a snake. In the light of the fire, Bintulo saw an arc of crimson blood jet out of the chief’s neck and he fell. The runners piled onto him and he was gone. 

			Rajaguk grabbed Bintulo and yelled, “There’s too many! We have to get out of here!” but a naked woman jumped him from behind and sent him sprawling on the sand. Bintulo shot the attacker through the head but two more piled on and Rajaguk screamed in pain. Bintulo turned and sprinted up the beach away from the road, swapping the magazine in his gun for a full one as he ran. He found a slim path into the tree line and kept running, bobbing, and weaving through the underbrush with barely enough moonlight to see by, until a half a mile or more from the beach he stopped to catch his breath and swore to himself. He heard a noise and spun around, gun raised. 

			The girl from this afternoon, Fenna, stepped out from behind a tree, dressed now in shorts and a torn T-shirt. Tears streaked her face as she clutched her bloody arm. “Please, can you help me?” He looked at her face and her wound, calmly raised his gun and shot her between the eyes. Then he turned and jogged off toward the town. 

			



	

Cruise Ship Reine des Mers, Somewhere in the Indian Ocean

			March 30th

			“Queen of the Seas, my ass!” 

			“Dammit, Greg, if you say that one more time, I swear I’ll scream!”

			When Greg had suggested the trip as a fun way to accommodate his big promotion and transfer to Johannesburg, Emma pointed out that they were still in the tail end of the monsoon season. But they had decided to go anyway. Monsoon rains this time of year only lasted for a couple hours in the morning, and there were plenty of things for the kids to do on the big cruise ship. 

			The ship had left Singapore bound for Cape Town on March 5th with 4600 passengers and 2500 crew, and the cruise had been rough from the start. Two days out, the desalination system had broken down and the ship was forced to make an unscheduled two-day stop in Penang. That would have been okay, but it rained hard both days, not only in the morning but all through the day. 

			A big storm system camped over in the Bay of Bengal and made the crossing miserable. Despite the ship’s huge size, many passengers were seasick, including Greg and their oldest son Tommy.

			At Colombo in Sri Lanka, the AC in their room stopped working. The maintenance crew arrived quickly, but their room lay on the sunny side of the ship and it started to get hot. There was nothing they really wanted to see in Colombo, so they took their three boys to the game room and let them feed tokens into the machines all morning. It had a bright side, though. In the arcade they met another couple, John and Karen Clarke, who were Aussies like them with two kids about the same age. John had sold his trucking business and apparently done quite well. They too had taken their kids out of school for the month-long cruise. 

			Then the night after they left the Maldives, a huge fight had broken out in the casino. It happened just before dawn, they heard, long after they had gone to bed. The staff seemed very closed-mouth about it, but apparently some Russians from Vladivostok had gotten into it with a group of the wealthy Chinese from the balcony suites. Rumor had it that the Russians were naked and having a sex party right out in the open! Other people said they were on some bad drugs. But everyone agreed nudity was involved. The Chinese security people got into a major brawl with the Russians. Furniture broke and blood spilled. The casino closed the next morning so they could clean up the mess and didn’t reopen until after lunch. 

			They were in the sandwich shop by the arcade when an alarm sounded over the ship’s speakers. It had a pleasant “bing bong ding” sound that kept repeating but they could tell it was an alarm, because two of the young women who worked at the shop looked at each other for a moment in surprise and then immediately hurried over and closed and locked both sets of doors. Emma kept asking the women what was happening, but they didn’t seem to know either. The one that appeared to be in charge said, “The ship is on a temporary lockdown. Please enjoy your food. I’m sure it’s nothing.” 

			At one point they heard some people running past in the corridor, but then nothing. After about forty-five minutes, another alarm sounded and the girls unlocked the doors again. “There, see?” she said brightly. “Everything’s fine.” But she looked concerned. 

			After lunch they strolled past the forward lounge. Workmen hustled to stack chairs and take down tables, and a line of cots queued up in the corridor. Two Chinese men in suits argued with one of the senior crew nearby. The officer tried to placate them, but they stormed off angrily. 

			“Crikey!” John said. “Somebody’s not ’appy.” A man labored just inside the door, loading the stacked chairs onto a dolly. “’Ere, mate,” he said. “What’s going on?” 

			The man straightened up and looked around. “We’re relocating everyone from the forward port side balcony deck. The whole zone is being sealed off.” He looked around again and lowered his voice. “I’m not supposed to tell you this, but they think someone might have tampered with the water supply up there somehow. People have been going batshit crazy and attacking each other. The infirmary is full and so is the brig.” 

			“A brig? I didn’t know cruise ships even have a brig!” 

			“Well, they call it a security area, but there are cells down there with bars on ’em. In the Navy, we called that a brig.” 

			Kenny, who had recently turned five, tugged on Emma’s hand. “Mummy?” he said quietly.

			“Not now, Kenny dear.” She looked around the room and felt a lump form in the pit of her stomach. 

			“So what’s being done about this mess, ’ey? We headin’ back to port?” 

			“Well, I know the captain’s been asking for permission, but for some reason the Indian government won’t let us come back. Told him to continue on to the Seychelles. Or if he needed better medical assistance, head for Madagascar or the Emirates.”

			“Screw me dead! That’ll take a week at least! Did they say why?”

			“Dunno. Either they didn’t give a reason or the captain isn’t saying. I know he’s been on the satellite phone with the cruise line all morning trying to work something out. I wish he’d make up his mind, though. There’s a tropical storm forming about 200 miles northwest of Diego Garcia, and if we don’t start making steam, we might clip the edge of it. If you think the Bay of Bengal was bad, wait until you try riding out a typhoon in the Indian Ocean.”

			Emma turned and looked out the huge windows lining the corridor. An azure blue sky stretched all the way to the horizon, with not a cloud to be seen.

			Kenny tugged at her hand again. “Mummy?”

			“What is it, Kenny?”

			He pressed her hand to his cheek. “Mummy,” he said. “I don’t feel good.” 

			The harbor master at Port of Victoria, Seychelles, checked his schedule. The cruise liner Reine des Mers due in late last night, hadn’t arrived yet. It didn’t particularly surprise him. A tropical system off Diego Garcia had fooled everyone and turned northwest, unusual for these waters. She probably veered south to avoid the worst of it. He expected she’d haul in by dinnertime and the passengers would have some stories to tell the folks back home. Still she should have checked in by radio.

			But she hadn’t arrived when he left, and she wasn’t there when he came the next morning. He tried to raise her on the radio, but she didn’t respond. He sent a general bolo alert to all ships between there and the Indian coast, and contacted the cruise line’s headquarters in Marseilles. 

			Nine days later, a container ship making the southern run from Mumbai to Cape Town spotted a smudge of smoke on the southern horizon. No Mayday broadcasts were reported, but when they tried to make radio contact they couldn’t raise anyone, so they diverted and headed south. 

			Nine hours later they found a debris field. A single bright yellow lifeboat bobbed in the waves. The lifeboat was one of the latest models, built to accommodate three hundred and seventy people. There were eleven survivors on board. 



	

South Elgin, Illinois 

			April 1st

			The old man grunted a bit as he hoisted another forty-pound bag of dog food onto the pile in the back of his old Ford Explorer. 500 pounds of dog food should last about a year, he figured, if he supplemented it with other protein. Feed the troops first, he thought to himself. The huge Farm and Fleet store had allowed him to cross a fistful of items off his list, including shovels, a pick, a couple axes and hatchets, and a thousand yards of rope of various gauges, among others. On an impulse he’d also bought a hundred feet of heavy chain. He had no idea what he’d use it for, but it seemed like a good idea.

			His first stop of the day had been a gun shop in Dundee where he often practiced at their range. The old man had a few guns at the townhouse, especially his beloved .45 Colt Government Model that he’d had in Nam, which he took everywhere he traveled. But most of his guns were at his places in Telluride or the Hole. He’d made a serious dent in their supply of .45 and 9mm hollow point, and added the best gunsmithing tool kit they carried. He also purchased four AR15s, a dozen Sig Sauers, mostly P226s, including a pair of the new the MK25s, half a dozen Smith and Wesson Airlites and 3,000 rounds of .357 magnum for them. He picked out a pair of Weatherby Mark V rifles that were chambered for 30-06, and scopes and suppressors to go with them. He’d hoped to find a couple Remington 700s, but the ones they had were all chambered for .226s, a round he disdained. He was old-fashioned, he guessed. He’d shot his first deer with a Winchester 94 using the 30-06, and had stayed with that caliber ever since. As an afterthought he added a Winchester SXP 12 Gauge with a full camo dip. He didn’t much like shooting birds, but a man’s got to eat.

			A normal person wouldn’t be allowed to purchase so many guns at one time, but he’d picked up a federal dealer’s license years ago, back when he used to collect guns, and kept it current ever since. It was good to have money, he thought, but sometimes it was better to have guns. Illinois had a 72-hour waiting period for firearm purchases, but he had the FF so it didn’t apply to him. He pulled the Explorer around to the front and loaded all the guns and ammo into the back. He was just finishing up when the owner came outside. He peered into the back of the Explorer and said, “Holy smokes, Owen! I hear you pretty much cleaned us out of Sigs. You planning on going to war?”

			He straightened up, wincing a bit. “Just doing a little prepping, Bob.” 

			“Never thought of you as a prepper. What’s going on?’ He’d known Bob for years, and liked him. The big man was a straight shooter in the old man’s book. He looked around the parking lot, lowered his voice and said, “Listen, this is probably B.S., but you know my brother’s a doc, right?”

			“Yeah, with Doctors Without Borders. He’s in the Mideast or something, isn’t he?”

			“India, actually, in a city called Raipur. I talked to him last week and he was pretty upset. There have been riots and he’s had some strange patients at his clinic. There’s some weird plague going on over there and according to him, dead people are attacking the living. He actually mentioned the words ‘zombie apocalypse.’”

			The big man smiled. “Oh, bullshit,” he said. “You don’t really believe that crap, do you? Figured you for a sensible man.”

			“Look, Bob… If it was anybody else I wouldn’t give it a thought. But my brother knows his stuff, and I’ve been checking the news feeds and it feels like something’s going on out there. Lots of unexplained trouble in out of the way places, especially in the Far East.” A flight of geese broke above the tree line and flew over the parking lot, honking loudly, and they both stopped to watch.

			“Tell you what, Owen. Do you load?”

			“I haven’t in years, but I did in my younger days.” Back in the day, he engaged in competitive pistol shooting and shot every chance he could get, which was often. He found himself spending a fortune on ammo, so he started loading his own. “What are you thinking?”

			“I just had a guy trade in an old RCBS Rock Chucker, along with a full set of carbide dies, bullet molds, a lead melting set-up, and all the rest. It’s old, but you know those things are so well made your grandkids will still be using it. Let’s get you set up.”

			A while later he drove off with the loader, a digital scale, measures, 20,000 primers in several sizes, and eighty pounds of high-end powder. Plus all the guns and ammo. Thank you, American Express, he thought. 

			Later that day he hit the Big Lots store where he loaded up on can goods. He made sure to include a lot of Spam. People made jokes about Spam, but he’d always liked it. He noticed it came in different flavors now too. Bacon-flavored, hickory smoked, jalapeno, and even chorizo. He also stocked up on a variety of seasonings, which he figured would come in handy. Plus coffee, although he hated the stuff himself, and chocolate. He figured he needed a lot of chocolate. 

			Google found him a health food store nearby where he purchased huge bags of a couple different kinds of whole grain rice and several types of beans. He turned to leave when he saw they had a large selection of bulk salts, which surprised him. So he loaded up on sea salt, rock salt, kosher salt, and even some pink salt. 

			At an army surplus store on Route 31 he found a dozen sets of camos in different sizes, plus ghillie suits in desert brown, woodland camo and dark mossy green. He texted his nephews and asked, “What size shoe do you wear? How about Terry?” and bought them each two pairs of good quality combat boots, and two pairs for Evan. He already had several pairs for himself at home that he wore hunting. At Target he bought a whole bunch of large, heavy-gauge plastic bins in different sizes. And toilet paper. Lots and lots of toilet paper. At Cabela’s he found water purifiers, extra fishing equipment to supplement what he had at the townhouse and a variety of knives, including a half dozen Marine KA-BARs, a big heavy knife with a full tang and a 7-inch blade. 

			Several times he had to stop at home and empty his Explorer. Each time he did, he closed the garage door before he started unloading, and covered everything with a couple tarps before he went out for more. 

			By dinner time he was exhausted, but he knew the boys needed their exercise. He loaded them up in the car, drove a few doors down to another unit, and rang the bell. He immediately heard a dog barking, and the door opened. The man who answered was thin and wiry, with a big nose and a broad smile on his homely lined face. He had never asked, but he figured Floyd was pushing 90. He and his wife Marilyn were here already when he bought the place, and he liked the old couple. “Hey, Floyd. Can Willow come out and play?”

			Floyd looked at the dog dancing around his feet. “What do you say, Willow? Do you want to go play with your boyfriends?” Willow, a brown mutt with short legs and a thick body, loved to play. Since Floyd and his wife didn’t get around very well, he took Willow to the dog park with them whenever he could. When Marilyn had a rough patch with her health the year before, he even kept Willow at his place for a couple weeks, so Floyd could stay with her at the hospital. He didn’t mind; Willow was well-behaved and the boys loved to have her around. 

			He drove them all to the dog park where he sat on the bench and watched them roughhouse. On the way home he stopped at Portillo’s drive-through and picked up a bacon burger for himself and three plain hotdogs for the animals. He didn’t normally feed them people food, but he figured pretty soon there might not be any more people food to give. 

			That night, tired as he felt, he made calls to a number of old army friends and hunting buddies to warn them of what might be coming. Most scoffed, a few didn’t. One of the first calls he made was to his old friend, Rick Cenarrusa. He had met Rick in Boot, and they served together for two of his three tours in Nam. Rick came from a very successful family of sheepherders from Idaho. His great grandfather, a Basque from northern Spain, had come to mine silver in the late 1800s and found a beautiful countryside whose mountains and lush river valleys reminded him of his home in Cantabria along the north coast of Spain. He did well in silver, and when the silver vein played out, he opted to stay, and used the money he’d saved to purchase a nice spread and turned to sheep ranching, as his family back in Cantabria had done for hundreds of years. He sent word to his family, and soon brothers and sisters and cousins joined him. Many Basques never considered themselves citizens of Spain, but rather a conquered people, and the wide open West, with its rugged landscape and spirit of self-reliance, felt more like home than home did. The family now owned one of the largest sheep ranches in Idaho. 

			He and Rick had remained close ever since the war. He’d stayed at the family ranch frequently, and they often went on extended hunting trips for elk and mulies and bighorn. Rick’s first child had been unable to pronounce “Owen” as a toddler. Instead it came out “Ownie.” So even now, to Rick’s kids and grandkids, he was “Uncle Ownie.” 

			Rick was also a prepper. 

			Owen laid out what he knew and they talked about it for a while, going over possible scenarios. 

			“You know,” Rick said, “This sounds like Angikuni and Hoer Verde.”

			“I’m not familiar with those.” 

			“Okay, well, Hoer Verde was a town in Brazil. Population about 600. One day in 1923 some people come to town and find it’s totally deserted. Everything in its place, except the people were all gone. The only clues were in the schoolhouse. On a chalkboard, somebody had written the words, ‘There is no salvation’ in Portuguese, and there was a gun that had been fired recently. And that was it. Check Google. You’ll find them both. There’ve been others too, but these are the most famous.”

			“Angikuni was a big Eskimo village of 2,000 people way up in northern Canada. In 1930 this old trapper shows up at the village and everybody’s gone. Vanished. There’s food, clothing, hides out drying... Same thing. Everything’s normal, except all the people are gone. No one ever figured out where they went. They just disappeared.”

			“So what do you think it means?” 

			“I don’t know. One place is bitter cold, the other is steaming hot. Field testing, maybe?” They both fell silent for a while.

			Finally Rick said, “You know we’re ready here for whatever might happen. You should come out, bring Evan and his kids. We have room. There’ll always be a place for you here, my brother.” They wished each other well. He hung up with tears in his eyes. 

			Over the next couple days he ran more errands, including a stop at Home Depot where he loaded up on an assortment of power tools, especially a table saw and a nail gun. Almost as an afterthought he added a selection of hand tools, including a couple of hand drills, an assortment of files and rasps, and a good set of chisels. He had a complete woodworking shop at his studio in Telluride where he liked to make his own frames and the occasional piece of furniture, but that was a thousand miles away and he didn’t want to go there in case he couldn’t make it back. He had no idea how long he had, but if the shit came down, he wanted to be here to protect his family. 

			He also arranged for a delivery the next day of twenty sheets of 4’x8’ plywood, way more than he figured he’d need, but what the hell. 

			When he wasn’t shopping, he spent his days unpacking and arranging. He also made frequent visits to the gun shop’s shooting range, getting the feel of a few of the Sigs, and brushing up his skills on the .45. He spent his evenings cruising the news sites. A plane crash in Korea. A bloody church massacre in Kazakhstan, laid at the feet of Muslim rebels. A subway full of corpses in Japan supposedly the result of a terrorist gas attack, but with no civilians allowed near. Crazy naked marauders in Jakarta blamed on a bad batch of crystal meth. There were more riots, more blackouts, and now the rumors were starting to fly. Governments around the world seemed like they were trying to keep a lid on things, but the lid was coming off. 

			And then the world saw Lagos. 



	

Lagos, Nigeria 

			April 3rd

			Jack Booth adjusted his big Sony X400 ENG camcorder on his shoulder and tried not to breathe through his nose. The whole place stunk of human feces, rotting garbage, and that ineluctable stench of despair he so often encountered in the third world. In front of him, Trevor, the on-air talent, straightened his tie, his teeth shiny white and his hair perfectly in place. Jack had worked with him a couple of times before and didn’t like him. He clearly thought himself God’s gift to women, broadcasting, and the world in general, a not unusual attitude among on-air reporters, who all believed themselves to be the next Edward R. Murrow. But Trevor drank heavily and frequently became abusive when drunk, especially to people in service jobs like waiters and barmen. There were a lot of things Jack could forgive in this world, but berating a teenage girl into tears because your steak came out overdone wasn’t one of them. But the brass at Reuters thought Trevor shit solid gold, so Jack stayed professional and tried his best not to punch the guy in the face.

			Jack, to his parents’ chagrin, had dropped out after only two years of college. He’d majored in filmmaking at Ithaca College in upstate New York, which he’d chosen partly because of its excellent program but also because the Finger Lakes region offered some great opportunities to hunt and fish. 

			He found he liked his time behind the camera more than his classes, and he seemed to have a knack for framing and lighting that brought out the drama in whatever he shot. Others noticed it too. At the end of his sophomore year he volunteered to join a crew on its way to Bolivia over the summer to shoot a short documentary on the water shortages there. It was a student project with a shoestring budget and they couldn’t afford to pay him, but he called his parents and they told him not to worry about it. They transferred $5,000 into his account and he was off and running. 

			They filmed for two weeks and then flew back to Ithaca and started editing. Teachers and advisors came by to look, and everyone made comments about the great camera work. Next thing he knew he’d been invited by one of the professors to join him and his crew on a six-month project in Burundi. The pay was lousy but the experience would be priceless, so he formally dropped out of school and took the job. On the first of the following month his phone alerted him to a $10,000 deposit in his account, and they’d been coming ever since. His mom said, “We think it’s important that you should follow your dreams, honey, and now you can.” 

			He’d spent years hopping from one remote location to another, camera on his shoulder, covering wars and natural disasters. When he decided to buy a place to hang his hat whenever he traveled back to Chicago, they’d insisted on purchasing him a luxurious condo loft in Printer’s Row. “It’s a good investment,” his dad had said. 

			Standing behind Jack stood his producer Rudy, a thickset man with a heavy black beard, his hand raised in the air, his other hand clutching a headphone to one ear. He raised his chin and counted down with his fingers—three, two, one—mouthing the words. At zero, he jabbed his index finger at the reporter, who began to speak.

			“I’m standing here in Lagos, Nigeria, at what has become an epicenter of the fight for human rights versus naked corporate greed.” He drew out the long e, making it sound like “greeeed.” “Lagos is a city of 21,000,000 people, one of the largest in the world. It is a city of extremes; extreme wealth and extreme poverty, living side by side. Nowhere is this more evident than here in the slum they call Makoko.” The camera panned to his right, revealing a jumbled mess of shanties and hovels. “Here, in this slum at the water’s edge, over 300,000 people try to eke out a living. 

			“There are few schools here, no police patrols, no hospitals, almost no health care of any kind. Existence is hand-to-mouth. Disease and malnutrition are rampant. There is almost nothing of value here, nothing anyone would want… except one thing.”

			Trevor began to walk to his left, and Jack’s camera followed him, revealing a backdrop of huge shiny high-rises. “Land. These people have it and those people,” he pointed toward the high-rises, “will do almost anything to get it. For this is waterfront property in front of some of the richest real estate in Africa.” 

			He started walking again, this time back in front of the slums. Behind him, some people watched, but most went about their business. White men with cameras were nothing new to them. “They’ve tried bulldozing, they’ve tried brutality, they’ve even set fire to people’s homes, but the—” A piercing scream sliced through the fetid air. Rudy yelled, “Cut!” and the reporter threw down his microphone in disgust. 

			“Shit!” Trevor yelled, and stomped off. Rudy caught up with him and put a hand on his shoulder. “That was going really well, Trevor. Let’s wait for things to calm down and start again, eh?”

			Trevor spun around and glared at the producer. “I hate this place! It’s dirty, it stinks, and the people are… oh bollocks, what now?” A woman staggered toward them, a wound on her shoulder, brown blood crusting on her threadbare dress. She pointed behind her, babbling in a language neither understood, having obvious difficulty forming her words. She scratched at her arms and face, and she seemed unsteady, almost delirious. Jack couldn’t tell if she was pleading for help or warning them, but her eyes were wide with fear. The reporter darted behind Rudy. “Keep her away from me!” he shouted angrily. “She’s a damn mess!” 

			From behind her they heard more screams and shouting, and then a naked man burst out between two shanties and came charging straight at them, with several machete-wielding men in hot pursuit. There were huge open slashes across the man’s chest and shoulder, but he seemed not to notice. He raced right past the woman as she collapsed to her knees and headed for the news team. The reporter shrieked, but the producer, who had played a good bit of rugby in his youth, neatly sidestepped the man and drove a foot into his solar plexus. The man went down hard, but immediately started to get back up, a snarl on his lips. However, that moment was all it took for the men with machetes to reach him, and they slashed at him as he scrambled, trying to regain his footing, until one stepped up and brought a machete down on his neck. The man’s head rolled away as his body collapsed.

			“Damn!” yelled the reporter. “Damn damn damn damn damn! Hey… Bloody hell, will you look at that!” He pointed. The severed head snapped its teeth, his eyes darting around. It was clearly very much alive. Rudy stood with is mouth open. Jack dropped to one knee and zoomed in on the head. The movement caught its attention and it looked straight into the camera. One of the men grabbed a concrete block, lifted it high in the air and brought it down, smashing the grotesque thing. Lumps of blue-gray gore squirted out from under the block.

			The producer looked over at Jack, kneeling with his camera still raised and nodded his approval. Suddenly Trevor screamed, “No! No! Help me!” The producer spun around in time to see the woman, now quite naked, knock the reporter to the ground, pounce on him and lock her teeth on his throat. She jerked her head back and a huge gout of blood sprayed into the air. Rudy ran toward the fallen reporter but the men with machetes beat him there and the biggest one brought his blade down on the woman’s head. Her body collapsed on top of the reporter. Blood squirted out of Trevor’s neck like a fountain. He clutched at his throat, his eyes wide with fear. To the producer’s shock, the machete arced down again and beheaded him, too. One of the men turned to Rudy and pointed at the reporter’s body with his bloody machete and said something in the local dialect. He turned and strode back into the slum, followed by the rest of the group. 

			As the men passed, an old woman nodded at them. “Good,” she said. “They finally killed a white man. Maybe now we’ll get some help.”

			Rudy stood bent over, with his hands on his knees, and said “Wow! Intense, mate!” and then turned his head to look at Jack. “Did you get all that?” 

			He patted his camera and nodded. “Every bit of it,” he said. Trevor’s death was unfortunate, sure, but this was once-in-lifetime footage. 

			What rapidly came to be known as the Makoko Video spread around the world at the speed of light thanks to social media. Facebook banned it and YouTube took it down after forty-five minutes, but anyone with computer savvy could find the unedited footage all over the dark web. Edited versions made it to the evening news and it caused a sensation worldwide. Memes with the severed head started popping up everywhere, and Twitter largely took it as a huge, if macabre, joke. But down deep it scared a lot of people. Most news organizations stopped cooperating with governments (because of course they had been, at the highest levels) and began digging. Suddenly people were recalling the news of the last few weeks and saying hey, what about this riot and what about that terrorist attack? What really happened? 

			The existence of the parasite and its rapid proliferation could no longer be denied. Governments everywhere assured people that it was a local problem, but a sudden flood of videos and still shots on Twitter and Instagram brought the reality home to people around the world that there was something going on, something strange and threatening. 

			



	

Chicago, Illinois 

			April 4th

			Dan Booth sat in his Range Rover and sighed, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. Traffic into O’Hare airport was backed up and barely creeping along, and patience had never been one of his virtues. Since the video hit, the airports were jammed. Everyone seemed to have some place they needed to get to, or get back from, and rampant speculation had it that the government might shut down air travel altogether. Already flights from India, where the infection seemed rampant, were banned, and other countries were being added to the list almost hourly. 

			The line finally moved him to the United terminal and he picked out his father among the crowd. What he saw shocked him. The man looked like he’d aged a decade since he’d seen him a year ago, when he and Terry had flown to India for a visit. His shoulders slumped and even his face seemed to sag. He brightened when he saw Dan, and when they embraced in a big bear hug, he could still feel the old power in the man’s grasp.

			“Thanks for picking me up, son.” He leaned back into his seat and sighed. 

			“So, Dad, have you seen the video? It’s all over the news here. Of course ABC and NBC blame the president. CBS and CNN blame Republicans. MSNBC went all in and blamed Republicans and the president.” He chuckled. 

			“Yes, I’ve seen it, and a lot worse. I’ve been at Fort Detrick since I got back, talking to the people at AMRIID. And the Makoko thing pales next to some of the footage they have.” AMRIID stood for the US Army’s Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases, and some of the finest doctors in the world worked there. 

			“I thought you were at the State Department.” 

			“That’s what I was supposed to say, but that’s not where I was.” He stared out the window for a few moments. “Look, I’m not supposed to tell you guys any of this, but you need to hear it. But let’s wait until tonight when we get the whole family together.”

			Twenty minutes’ drive put them in the tony suburb of Inverness. They came around a bend and turned into the driveway of a big red brick home, a classic Georgian with white windows and black shutters and three dormers on the roof. Everybody said it looked exactly like the house in Home Alone, another one of dad’s “good investments.”

			They pulled up in front of the house. “Go on in,” Dan said. “I’ll get your bags.” Halfway up the sidewalk the front door burst open to shrieks of “Papa!” and two whirlwinds in pastel colors came charging at him. He scooped up both his granddaughters and smothered them in kisses and hugs.

			He put them down and the older one, Lainey, looked up and asked him, “Papa, did you bring me anything.” 

			Damn, he thought. I should have stopped in the gift shop at the airport. He almost said no, when he saw Terry, standing in the doorway, nodding vigorously. 

			“Of course I did, sweetheart, but you’ll have to wait.” 

			That was so like Terry, he thought. She always thought ahead. Dan had lucked out when he found her. She was smart as a whip, tough, very well organized, but also a sweet, loving woman. And strikingly pretty. She’d been the second most beautiful bride he’d ever seen.

			She and Dan had met at a bar up by Northwestern University, where Dan was in his final year of law school. Jack happened to be back in the States and had been there with him that night. When they saw her walk in, Dan took one look at her shapely athletic body and her beautiful face, leaned over to his brother and said, “See that girl? I’m going to…”

			When they got married two years later, Jack, while recounting the story in his Best Man’s speech, said, “I can’t tell you what he actually said, so let’s just say it was, ‘See that girl? She sure looks smart!’” That got the biggest laugh of the evening. 

			Ribeyes sizzled on the grill. Evan, after two years of Indian food, looked at the pink flesh still dripping with bloody juice and felt slightly repulsed, but when he took his first bite he remembered how much he loved a good steak. After dinner they kept the conversation light until the girls were put to bed. They moved to the sprawling living room where Dan poured drinks and Terry started a fire going in the big antique brick fireplace. 

			Evan looked around him and for the first time in days felt truly at peace. 

			That ended when Owen leaned forward and said, “Okay, let’s hear it.” That was Owen, Evan thought. Let’s get to the bad news.

			“All right, first of all this is all top secret stuff. You can’t tell anybody. Too many people would panic if all this gets out.” 

			They all nodded, except Owen. But that was Owen. 

			So Evan recounted the events in India, his guilt at sending the van load of patients to his clinic, and his banishment from the country. “So after I landed at Dulles, they took me to the US Army’s biological warfare place at Fort Detrick in Maryland, and I’ve spent the last couple days going over what I saw and helping to evaluate the videos that were coming in.” He winced as he remembered some of those terrible bloody videos. He’d seen a good many horror movies, but violence and gore disturbed him far more than anything Hollywood could produce.

			“Videos? From where?” Dan asked. 

			“Asia mostly. Japan, Indonesia, the Philippines. China’s been hit pretty hard but they’re still denying it, and so has India. Pakistan’s getting it, and Bangladesh. It’s really bad there, with all the slums. Russia too, in their East. Australia and New Zealand are getting hammered. It’s in Africa now and it’s starting to crop up in Europe. You heard about that thing in Vladivostok, the huge fire? That was it too. It’s showing up in places where there’s large populations, which is what you’d expect, but it’s also popping up in remote areas. A lot of governments haven’t been at all forthcoming about it, but the US has eyes everywhere.”

			“You mean like the CIA?”

			“Partly. They’re getting information out about the big cities, but it’s mostly the Green Berets.” 

			“The Green Berets? Are they still around, Dad? I thought the SEAL teams did all that stuff.” 

			“Yeah, so did I. Turns out there’s like 75,000 Green Berets out there. In the Army they call them Special Forces, and they’re in over a hundred countries around the world. Outfits like the SEALs and the Army Rangers, they’re who you send in if you want to kill people and break things, and they’re really good at it. They’re in, boom, and they’re out. But you know how the Kurds have been doing almost all the fighting against ISIS? That’s the Green Berets. They go in and stay, learn the language and train the locals to fight so we don’t have to. 

			“All around the world, in every backwater you can name and a lot you’ve never heard of, there are terrorists groups forming. A lot of them are Muslim extremists groups with ties to ISIS or Al Qaida, but there are still a lot of communists groups too, like Jack’s friends on Luzon. And that’s how we’re fighting them. The Green Berets find local tribal groups, that kind of thing, and arm them and train them as a counter force. It means we don’t have to be there fighting ourselves, and it also buys a lot of good will on the grass roots level. And a lot of these guys go on to be leaders in their own countries too.

			“Just like the Montagnards in Vietnam,” Owen said.

			“Mountain yards?” asked Terry.

			“Mon-tan-yiards,” Owen pronounced it carefully. “It’s French for mountain people. They were the original indigenous people of Vietnam; they got pushed into the mountains eons ago when people immigrated from South China into Nam and became the Vietnamese. They were hardly more than stone age people. Didn’t like the Vietnamese and flat hated the Commies, or anyone else who tried to push them around. The Green Berets armed them and trained them and turned them loose on the VC. Ferocious fighters. Remember when I had that gallery opening in Austin? I took you guys to that restaurant, the White Pearl?”

			“Sure,” said Terry. “You were friends with that little guy who owned the place. Mister Pho, right? He was such a sweet man!”

			“Yeah, well that sweet man used to be the headman of a village of Montagnards, and the Viet Cong knew him as the Python. He put their heads up on pikes along the trails just to warn the others to stay the hell out of his territory.”

			“Oh my...”

			“So wherever this parasite crops up, the Green Berets are calling it in and leading parties out to search and destroy,” Evan said. 

			Owen nodded. “Sounds like Nam all over again.”

			Evan nodded back. “And wherever they fight it, they’re sending back videos. And bodies. They’ve even captured some of them alive. We’ve got them in medical facilities somewhere overseas. I don’t know where, but they’re not over here. The President was adamant about that. The government is hoping the Atlantic will act as a buffer but I have my doubts.”

			Owen said, “It won’t. It’s here already.”

			Evan looked at him sharply. “Where? How do you know?”

			“Let’s come back to that later. Keep going.”

			Terry broke in, “So what is this thing. Do they know?”

			“It’s some kind of parasite. It attacks the nervous system and takes over the body, travels up to the brain and shuts it down. Then the heart and all the other organs shut down. No heartbeat, no breathing, nothing. But the body keeps on going.”

			“That’s awful! If there’s no heartbeat, then how is the person still alive?”

			He paused and shook his head. “They’re not. They’re dead, but somehow this parasite is still operating the body.” 

			Terry said, “That’s incredible, Dad. That sounds like something out of a science fiction novel!” 

			Dan chimed in, “Yeah, Dad. This is pretty much one grade-A genuine zombie apocalypse.” 

			He nodded. “I agree. So does the Army. So does the President, in fact. He’s gotten together with the Joint Chiefs and the leadership in Congress and they’re working on plans. There’s going to be an announcement in the next day or two.”

			Dan said, “You know there’s already a big thread about this on Reddit. They’re calling it the Bluescale disease. Like the Grayscale on Game of Thrones. They say people turn blue when they catch it.” 

			“Yeah, that’s what some of the people at AMRIID were calling it. Nobody’s allowed to use the word ‘zombie,’ even jokingly. So most of them call them ‘zekes.’ Or ‘the Infected.’”

			“So do they? Turn blue, I mean?”

			“Yes, blue-gray. The parasite itself is blue-gray, and when it spreads through the body, the body starts looking blueish. Without red blood cells, the body gets really pale and washed out, like any other corpse, so the parasite really stands out. The longer they’ve been infected, the darker the color gets until they end up covered in an ugly, splotchy bluish gray that looks like a moldy vegetable.” 

			“Ew,” said Terry. 

			He paused, remembering the hours he’d spent talking with other docs at AMRIID. Some of the best medical minds in the world, and Evan could recall the looks of stunned disbelief on their faces.. “Here’s the crazy thing. They have no idea what it is. At all. It acts sort of like a fungus, but not like any fungus known to science. You know how DNA is a double helix, like a railroad track that’s been twisted into a spiral? RNA is the same way. But what this has instead is a triple helix. Three strands in a spiral. Triple helix DNA exists in a few instances in nature but it’s very rare. And the way it’s structured is different from anything they’ve ever seen.

			“In nature, when triple helix DNA does occur, it’s in the form of some partial strands attaching themselves to one side of the chain. With this stuff, it’s three complete strands equidistant from each other like an equilateral triangle, with each part attached to the other two, so at each level there’s a triangle of proteins, instead of a simple crossbar. No one has been able to figure out how it can possibly work.” Evan had taken two sabbaticals from his practice and the clinics, once for four months and another time for almost a year, to work at the CDC in Atlanta. Nothing they’d ever faced was remotely this… alien.

			“So how does it spread, and where does it come from?” 

			“They have no clue where it comes from. They know it’s transmitted through bites, that’s obvious. But in almost every outbreak, there are one or more Infecteds who show no bite marks. It can’t be something that can only be transmitted human to human, like the flu, because some of these individuals who contract it are in really isolated places. One guy who caught it was miles from anywhere in the middle of the jungle studying chimpanzees. They wondered if maybe he caught it from the chimps so they sent hunters out after them, but they couldn’t find a chimp for fifty miles around. So it has to be something in the environment. They’ve had Army Special Ops people in bio suits search around infected areas to swab every surface, collect air samples, plant samples, everything. So far they haven’t come up with anything, but they know it has to be out there.” 

			Dan and Terry sat together on the sofa. Evan saw her glance toward the ceiling. The girls’ bedrooms were right above them, he knew. “Is there a vaccine?” she asked quietly.

			“Not yet. Without knowing what’s causing it, there’s not much they can do. It might be different if they could find antibodies, but that’s another weird thing, Normally, any time the body is infected, our immune system immediately starts producing antibodies. The body’s task is to produce enough antibodies fast enough before the disease kills the host. Even if the patient dies of something like Ebola, the body should be full of antibodies that lost the battle.

			“But with this stuff, they aren’t finding any. No antibodies, just an elevated white blood cell count and a mild fever. It’s as if the body is completely unable to respond to the attack.” 

			Dan’s phone began to chime. “It’s from the office. Sorry… Holy cow. The president has just banned all travel from outside the Western Hemisphere. North and South America are still open, but no one coming from Europe or Asia. Except diplomatic flights. That would be because the UN is here, I guess. Anyone who’s traveled outside the hemisphere in the last thirty days will not be allowed into the US from other countries in this hemisphere unless they’re US citizens or legal residents, and then they’re going to be quarantined! Holy shit. A lot of people are going to be real unhappy about that.” His phone chimed again. “There’s more. Foreign cruise ships are being turned around. Cargo ships will be allowed to dock and unload, but crews will be confined to their ships.”

			“Wow, that was fast! Can he do that?” Terry asked.

			“This guy doesn’t screw around.” They were all fans of the current occupant of the White House except Terry, who voted for Democrats. They loved her anyway. “Bush did it in less than eight minutes after that second plane hit the Twin Towers on 9/11. Shut down flights from overseas and all flights within the US.”

			“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that here.” 

			They spent the next hour going over their options. Everyone hoped this was something that could be contained, a vaccine found, and life could get back to normal. But just in case, Evan’s place downstate remained a possibility. If worse came to worst, there was Rick Cenarrusa’s ranch. The whole family had vacationed there a few times and everyone got along. The last time, Lainey even got the chance to name a newborn colt. Somewhere in Idaho there now lived a young mare named “Pinky.”

			“There’s also my place in Telluride,” Owen said. “Hell, we could pack up everyone right now and get on a plane.”

			“I don’t want to leave here if we don’t have to,” said Terry. “My family is here and all of our friends. Everything we have is here.” 

			Owen told them how he was stocking up his place in South Elgin, “I’m not leaving here without all of you.” 

			“I should head downstate in the next few days and stock up my place too,” Evan said.

			“I wouldn’t wait too long,” said his brother. “Once the shit hits the fan, it’ll be too late.” 

			Dan spoke up. “Isn’t a little soon for this kind of thinking? I mean, it’s all in the Far East, right? We don’t know if it’ll ever get here.”

			Evan frowned at him. “The worst shithole disease-ridden country in the world is less than twenty-four hours away by jet. And about 200,000 foreigners enter this country every day, on average. If this thing has any kind of incubation period, there’s no telling how many people here already have it.” 

			The evening began to break up. Evan had decided to stay a few days with Dan and Terry and get in some quality time with his granddaughters, and Dan and Terry both had to get up early for work. 

			Evan turned to his brother. “Hey, what did you mean when you said that the disease is already here? They’ve pulled some people in at the airports and quarantined them, but it’s supposed to be a secret. How did you find out?”” 

			“First I’ve heard of it, but I’m not surprised. Listen, this is going to sound crazy, but hear me out.” He told them about the sandhills and the other bird deaths he’d discovered. “Look, there’s a pattern. It moved from eastern Asia west over the course of a couple months. And now this disease is spreading the same way a few weeks later.”

			“So what do you think it means?” Terry asked.

			“I think it means the birds ran into something up there, something invisible. I think whatever it was projecting some kind of field so we couldn’t see it, and the moment those birds hit that field they shorted out and they died. Or maybe it left a poisonous vapor trail. I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure they’re related.”

			“What are you saying? ‘They ran into something up there.’ You mean like aliens? Come on!” Evan looked at Owen sharply. Owen’s mind had always been a dark place, Evan knew, but this sounded like irrational.

			“That’s exactly what I believe, and I think they were spraying the whole planet with something,” Owen said earnestly. “Think about it! This is something that scientist have never seen before, that the human body doesn’t even respond to. It’s not spreading like a normal disease, with one epicenter. It’s crossing the planet like a wave. And now it’s killing us!” 

			“Okay, but if aliens wanted us all dead, they could probably blow up the entire Earth. Even if they  wanted to kill off all the humans, I’m sure they could come up with a disease that would be a lot more effective than this.” 

			Owen nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. Maybe the point is that they don’t want us all dead, they only want to set us back a few hundred years. Or maybe it’s some kind of experiment they’re conducting on us lower life forms. Or maybe they have motivations we can’t even guess at. Hell, they are aliens.”



	

Cuyo Island, Philippines

			April 13th

			“Rogers, to your left! Nine o’clock!” his earpiece crackled. He spun to his left as another zeke came crashing through the underbrush, brought up his gun in a classic two-handed stance and dropped it with a single shot through its open mouth. “Bulls eye! Nice shootin’, Buck!” 

			US Army Special Forces liked to say, “Your most powerful weapon is your mind,” but a 9mm Beretta came in pretty damn handy sometimes. Zeke hunting in the bush tended to be close-quarter work, and while some of the team preferred the M4A1s or the FN SCAR Mk17s, others like Rogers found them slower to bring to bear in a hurry and depended primarily on his M9. 

			Master Sergeant Marlon “Buck” Rogers continued to sweep the surrounding underbrush over the sights of his sidearm. He was sweating profusely in his bio-warfare suit. They were designed to be put on quickly in case of WMD attack, but they badly limited visibility and they were hot as hell. Even the suits his team wore, which were based on the British chemical warfare suit design and were supposed to be more “breathable” for tropical climates, felt like saunas. The watchword for everyone in the group was “Stay hydrated!”

			His team had received the call to scramble at 0400 that morning from Special Operations Command Philippines, located on the grounds of the old Clark Air Force base, now Clark International Airport. A windsurfing club on the northeast coast on this picturesque island had been overrun two days before and the infection had run rampant, and now the Philippine Army had set up a perimeter around Cuyo Town, the largest town on the island, and were holding out against sporadic attacks by groups of zekes while they evacuated the population. The Philippines had their own special forces, and they were very good; tough battle hardened troops tempered by years of fighting communist insurgents, and lately Muslim terrorists groups as well. But with all these Bluescale outbreaks they were stretched thin, and the US Army agreed to lend a hand. 

			Rogers and his team had come here to sweep the small island’s interior, eliminate any zekes they could find, and meanwhile check on the Australian environmental research group located somewhere in the island’s center. This was their third deployment in the last four days. No casualties so far, thank God, but that could change in a heartbeat. 

			Two more zekes broke through the brush, a woman and a little kid about nine or ten. The woman was Caucasian, while the kid looked Filipino. Both were naked and their faces and upper torsos were covered in dried blood. He hated it when it was a kid. “Two more, twelve o’clock!” a voice said in his ear.

			“On ’em,” he said, and shot them both. The woman dropped like a stone, but the kid jinked as he fired and the bullet entered its right eye and exited in a spray of fragments over its ear. It stumbled but kept coming. “Crap!” he said under his breath and shot it again. This time the bullet hit dead center, right below its nose, and it went down. 

			Three days before the base medical officer, a major, had given a lecture on how to kill “the Infected.” 

			He projected a large diagram of a human brain on the wall. “Once the parasite takes over, most parts of the brain fully cease to function, and the brain dies. The heart and some of the other organs continue to function for a few minutes, but breathing stops almost immediately. In terms of senses, they retain hearing and sight, although both of these seem less than their human equivalents. They have no apparent sense of smell, since they no longer breathe. For the same reason, by the way, they don’t make any sound. Sounds are created using the movement of air through the mouth or throat. No air, no sounds. The lungs, like the other internal organs, are slowly cannibalized by the parasite. 

			“The areas of the brain that are still functioning and therefore vulnerable are these parts here,” he wiggled the pointer at the bottom center of the brain, “They are the midbrain, the pons and the medulla oblongata. Together they make up what is called the brain stem.

			“According to the best information we have from USAMRIID, the parasite takes over these areas, merges them, and seems to construct its own control center out of them. I hesitate to call it a brain, because it’s really rudimentary. It’s more like the nexus of a neural network, like you might find in a sponge or a jellyfish. What I do know is that if you put a round anywhere in here, it’s lights out.”

			One of the ops, a Chief Warrant Officer in the front row, said, “That’s a mighty small target, sir.” 

			“Yes it is, so you have to be on your game. It’s still likely you’ll get a kill with a shot anywhere in the lower skull because of the compression wave, but it’s not a sure kill.” A new image appeared of a zeke in the middle distance crouching over a victim, its face turned toward the camera. Mortised in the corner was a slightly grainy close-up of the same photo. It clearly showed the zeke’s skull and brain were entirely sheared off from the middle of the forehead upwards. There were several low whistles, and in the back of the room someone said, “Sheee-it!” The medico paused a moment to let the image sink in.

			“Of course, you’re going to get some bone fragmentation if you hit it anywhere in the skull, and if any fragments hit the target area, it’s goodbye, zeke. But as you can see, a near miss is not a guarantee.” 

			He stepped back and the diagram displayed again. “A hard blow anywhere on the skull might send enough of a shock wave to stun your target and in some cases even kill it. We have anecdotal evidence of crow bars and pistol butts delivering killing blows. But if you want to be sure of a kill, this is where you aim.”

			He nodded at the CWO in the front row. “Chief, will you please come up here? Thank you. Now turn sideways.” The medial officer faced the room again. “So in practical terms, you’re aiming here.” He pointed to a spot behind the chief’s earlobe.

			“From the front, that would mean here. Anywhere above the middle of the nose is likely to miss the target, although that close, again, the shock wave moving through the brain matter might do the job for you.

			“Zekes have a tendency to charge with their mouths wide open, so if they’re coming straight at you on a level combat surface, a shot through the open mouth is the optimal target.”

			“Any other way to kill them, doc?” the colonel asked.

			“Yes, several. Cut off their heads for one. The head will survive for up to an hour as you’ve probably seen in the famous video, but the body will stop moving immediately. Another one is fire. These things will burn, gentlemen, although they seem largely unaware of the process while it’s happening. In fact, they seem to be somewhat more flammable than an ordinary human body. But remember, they appear to feel no pain whatsoever, so it doesn’t incapacitate them right away.

			“You can also electrocute them. They appear to have a higher tolerance for electricity than the living human body does, but if you amp it up enough, it will work. Fries their circuits, apparently. Tasers will often kill them, especially if they’re tased anywhere near the head.” 

			“Can they drown?” 

			“Good question. The answer is generally no, at least not exactly. Zekes don’t breathe, so they can’t drown. They’re neutrally buoyant, meaning they don’t swim but they don’t sink either. They just hang in the water column. And they don’t seem to have any sense of direction in the water, meaning they’re as likely to float upside down as right-side up. So if the water’s not shallow enough for them to stand upright, they’re pretty much helpless. However, if submerged for a period of a few days or more, their tissue gets waterlogged and the parasite dies. It seems to short-circuit them. They generally avoid water, and fire too for that matter, but I wouldn’t stake my life on it.

			“One thing to remember, gentleman. The Infected come in stupid,” he said. A slow motion video lit up the screen showing a ragged line of blue-skinned zekes charging directly at the camera. A pair of gloved hands holding a Glock 19 rose into view and began firing at one Infected after another. It looked very much like a sequence from a first-person-shooter video game. “They lead with their mouths. You’ll see that their arms are often dangling by their sides, apparently forgotten. When they close on you, sometimes they’ll grab at you, but more often they’ll just dive right in and try to bite. 

			“In close quarter fighting they generally make no effort to defend themselves, like by raising their arms to ward off a blow. They simply attack with their mouths, and keep attacking until you kill them.

			“We’ve also noticed two distinct patterns of attacking behavior in the Infected. If there is only one target in the area, they will often stop to feed once they bring it down. And they don’t just target humans. Any living thing will be considered food by them. However, if there are multiple targets, they go into what is basically a biting frenzy, apparently trying to spread the parasite as widely as possible. They bite one victim and immediately move on to the next one.”

			“So where does this stuff come from, sir?”

			“That’s above my pay grade, I’m afraid. All I can tell you is how to kill them. Now good luck and good hunting.”

			They worked their way up the trail, advancing slowly. The noise the team made with their firearms was like ringing a dinner bell. Zekes seemed to come at them in clusters; you didn’t usually find singles if there was more than one in the area. Sometimes you could actually smell them before you saw them, a putrid vinegary odor, even through the breather on the suit. 

			A half dozen of them burst from cover like a covey of quail and the team turned as one and fired, and heads exploded in clouds of gray and white. 

			More of them streamed out of the brush and the firing continued, and there were calls of “Loading!” The captain called out, “Henry! Cover our six!” as an enormous zeke with a huge white belly that hung so low it almost covered its genitals came stomping up toward their rear. Staff Sergeant Tom “Mad Dog” Henry popped him twice in the head and looked at him in disgust. “Look at this fat bastard! I’ll bet he’s one of the rich guys from those yachts in the harbor. Bet he came here with a boatload of honeys, too.” 

			“Can the chatter!” the captain said brusquely. The flood of zekes had tapered off, at least for the moment. They were almost to the top of the hill, the highest point on the island, the Australian group’s last known position. 

			A few minutes and three kills later they entered a clearing at the summit. There were four tents still pitched there, though one was torn and splashed with blood that had dried a rusty brown. The remains of a body lay in the tent. Male or female, there wasn’t enough left to be sure. Even through the breathers on their suits, they could still smell the stench of rotting flesh.

			One of them men leaned into the tent. “Gravy Train! Makes Its Own Gravy!” he said. A couple of the guys went “Ruff! Ruff!” 

			“Knock it off, you clowns. Rogers, Jenkins, Rodriquez and Hernandez, break out the bags and start taking samples. Huizenga, photograph everything. The rest of you form a perimeter. I want us out of here in fifteen minutes.” 

			“Hey Captain Worley, what’s this thing?” Rogers pointed to a small portable table about a foot square. On it sat a fat metal cylinder about the size of a large stockpot. A slender metal arm stuck out from the pot’s lid, at the end of which hung a sheet of thin plastic. One side of the sheet was flat white, but the other side was shiny, and its color reminded him of vaseline. Two wires from the table connected to a portable battery on the ground next to it that looked like a jump pack for a car. In fact it was a jump pack, he saw, American made. The switch on the jump pack sat in the ON position, but the needle indicated it was dead. 

			The captain touched his headset and made sure he faced directly at the equipment. “Base, are you seeing this?” 

			“Affirmative, Captain. We have good viz.” 

			“Any idea what this is?”

			“Not a clue, Captain. Wait one… Major says bring it in.”

			“Roger that, base.”

			“Buck, Major says we’re taking it with us. See if you can take it down without breaking it.” He figured there should be a case for it somewhere, so he looked in the largest of the three tents. Inside the door there were three black plastic equipment boxes, each about two feet long and as wide and high as a sheet of paper. He stuck his head back out of the tent and looked again at the plastic sheet. “Hang on, Rogers.” He popped open one of the boxes. Inside were a bunch of slim plastic cases, each containing one sheet like the one on the machine outside. He pulled one out and looked at it closely. The case bore a label which read, “2/24, #1.” 

			He looked around and found an open carton nearby. This one contained empty cases. He grabbed one and walked over to the machine. The plastic sheet, he saw, was held on by a couple small clips. He undid them and carefully slipped the sheet into the case, and snapped it shut. Then he laid the case carefully on top of the cases in the open toolbox and closed it up. 

			He straightened and saw that Rogers had been watching him. “Do you think that could be important, sir?”

			He shook his head. “Damned if I know. That’s for the big brains to figure out. Now let’s pack up and get out of here.”

			At the base, the colonel leaned over the monitor and peered at a still from the video. “Let’s kick this upstairs and see what we’ve got.”



	

Fort Detrick, Maryland

			April 14th

			The technician sat at her monitor and scrolled through photo after photo. She was a civilian employee, so she wore casual clothes and a lanyard around her neck. She stopped scrolling and backed up a few shots. She peered intently at the screen for a moment, then looked around and waved over her supervisor. “Hey Captain, is that what I think it is?”

			The older woman in trim military fatigues leaned over her shoulder and looked closely at the screen. “If you’re thinking ‘fungal spore collector’ then yes, you’re right. That looks like an older Jansen model. Where’s this from?”

			“First Special Forces Group, Third Battalion sent it in last night. Taken from… let’s see. Cuyo Island in the Philippines.” 

			“Never heard of it. Who’s in charge of collections there? See if you can get them on the horn.”

			The technician clicked her mouse a couple times. “It’s a Major Ben Jackson, their XO.” She checked her watch. “It’s almost 2:00 a.m. there. Sure you want me to wake him?”

			The major chuckled at that. “Didn’t you hear, girl? The Army never sleeps. Make the call.”

			A moment later the technician said, “Ma’am, I have Manila Special Ops on the phone.” 

			The major touched her earpiece. “This is Captain Shandra Wilson at AMRIID. I need to speak to Major Jackson immediately. All right, have him call me here. You have the number? Fine. My extension is 4121.” 

			Six minutes later she had the major on the line. “Major, this is Captain Shandra Wilson at AMRIID. I’m calling about photo number P413 dash 4667. Yes I’ll wait… Got it? That is a fungal spore collector. It should… well, I’m certainly glad I could help. Listen, you see that thing that looks like a piece of paper hanging off the arm? That’s a collection sheet. There should be more of them… Pam, pull up 4692. Yes, that’s them. Very good.” She wrapped her hand around the mike next to her mouth. “Who’s doing spores in Southeast Asia?” 

			The technician clicked through a couple directories and highlighted a name for her. “I want them sent to Professor Hideko Tawada at the NIID in Tokyo. I need them there asap. Your people will have his info. Yes, that’s fine. Thank you, Major.” She disconnected.

			Across the room another tech held his hand up. “Captain Wilson?”

			“Coming,” she said.

			



	

NIID Headquarters, Tokyo

			April 17th

			Osamu Soseki, MBS, sat on a swivel chair, watching a monitor in front of him. He was clad head to toe in a gleaming white hazmat suit, not so much to protect him from what might be in the room, but to protect the room from him, or, more specifically, from what he might inadvertently transfer to the room’s contents. In the room around him, seven other technicians wearing identical racal suits sat on identical chairs in front of identical monitors. 

			He peered through a small window in front of him, listening to the quiet rhythmic hiss and clatter from the machine beyond it. Inside the machine, sealed away from the room, robot arms gripped a succession of clear plastic cases, gently removed the stiff plastic sheets within, and deftly slipped them into a slotted frame. The frame then flipped into a horizontal position where it was scanned by a powerful compound microscope, capable of resolution to less than a millionth of meter. 

			Soseki had a master’s degree in oomycetology, the study of what are basically water fungi. He had been working at Waseda University on his doctorate, centered on a relative of the American oomycete Plasmopara viticola that had ruined vineyards all over France in the 1870s. French wine producers, reeling from an invasion of the aphids known as grape phylloxera, imported aphid-resistant strains of vines from the US to help combat the invasion. Unfortunately, along with the vines came the plasmopara, which destroyed many of the remaining vineyards. The incident was forever after referred to as the Great French Wine Blight. 

			But now Soseki, like every other fungal expert that could be found in Tokyo, was pressed into service at the nearby National Institute of Infectious Diseases. Under the supervision of the famed Dr. Tawada, his group had been tasked to analyze fungal spores from all over the world, trying to find a source for the mysterious outbreak. Given the complex structures the parasite created, Soseki thought that a fungus was the likely culprit, but many machine-hours of analysis had failed to turn up anything new. 

			As the microscope scanned each sheet, a computer compared its contents to all the world’s know fungal spores, looking for something new, something unidentified. The spores were classified, counted, and the next sheet was examined. 

			It was the job of Soseki and the other techs, fungal experts all, to react to any anomalies. Sometimes the computer would emit a low beep. The monitor would then display the sheet in question and the computer would zoom in on the offending particle and circle it for the technician to inspect. Usually they turned out to be microscopic particles of dust or sand, or sometimes some form of airborne pollutant. Anything under one micron could be dismissed, since the smallest fungal spore ever discovered was 4.6 microns and it was believed that 4.6 was effectively the bottom range for a viable spore. 

			A flashing light over the door caught his eye, signaling that the decontamination chamber was in use. Spores are everywhere, from the frigid wastes of Antarctica to the middle of the Sahara Desert. They’re in every building and home in the world and they’re the reason that the cucumber you forgot about in your crisper drawer turned into a nightmare. In order to avoid possible contamination of the collector sheets, everyone who entered the lab had to go through a full decontamination regime, as though they were dealing with a Level Four bio-hazard. 

			The door finally shooshed open and revealed Doctor Tawada and two of his assistants in full hazmat gear. All eight lab technicians immediately jumped out of their chairs and bowed deeply to the old professor. Tawada won a Nobel Prize in 2007. To the average citizen he was merely a nice old man, but in the field of fungal research he was a giant. 

			Just then, Soseki’s computer chimed. He checked the screen. Another bit of pollutant. He was about to click the mouse to restart the process when he paused. In the corner of the zoom area were three faint shapes, hardly more than a few blurry pixels each. He leaned forward and peered closely at the screen, hoping they would resolve themselves into something familiar. He sat back in his chair and then leaned forward again, squinting. 

			A muffled voice over his shoulder asked, “What do you see?” 

			“These particles right here, Doctor. They’re less than a micron, but.... Maybe it’s just the light, but they look... blue.” 



	

Yenisei, Russia

			April 20th

			Arkady Neftichenko crouched below the low stone wall, listening closely. There were still at least three of those things out there. Not far from him he could see the body of his friend Anton, or what was left of him. They hadn’t been off the boat for three minutes, humping the first load up to Arkady’s cabin, when they’d been attacked by a dozen or more naked maniacs charging down out of the pine forest, their pale bodies streaked and mottled like lumps of blue cheese.

			He and the other three men had motored up the Yenisei River from Abakan in his big cruiser, heading to his hunting cabin on the Krasnoyarsk Reservoir near the little town of Taysnet for a week of hunting, shooting and drinking. Two years ago Arkady had scored a fine brown bear, a huge brute that weighed almost 500 kilos, and he hoped to break his own record. Of course the official hunting season didn’t start for months, but for high-ranking officers of the law such considerations were unimportant. This time of the year, the cabins were mostly empty, except for a few fishermen, which suited Arkady and his hard-drinking cop friends just fine. 

			Neftichenko held the rank of senior lieutenant on the metropolitan police force in Abakan. His position entitled him to a share of the graft from the whorehouses, smuggling and gambling operations, which enabled him to afford the boat and cabin. It also made him privy to the bulletins from Moscow about this strange new plague. His three friends were also on the force. Their leaves had all almost been canceled because of the plague, but so far there had only been a couple hundred cases in the city and almost all had been caught before they turned. 

			Fortunately they’d all strapped on their department-issued Makarovs before they’d landed; it was not unheard of for the massive bears to wander among the cabins, even in broad daylight. Personally, Arkady doubted a 9mm round could even penetrate a brown bear’s thick skull, but at least the noise might scare them off. 

			He had heard a movement through the trees on the hillside above them, something large, and he set his bags down and put his hand on his pistol. A bear? he wondered. Suddenly, a naked man with blank eyes and dried blood on his face and torso burst out of the thick pine forest and came pelting down the steep hill directly at Arkady. He drew his pistol and braced in a two-handed shooter’s stance and aimed carefully at the thing’s head. One loud report from the Makarov and the thing’s head jerked back, and it crumpled and fell, tumbling several yards down the hill. Before it even quit moving, the pines erupted with naked bodies, all fish-belly white and smeared with blood, looking like demons from a cold hell.

			As the Infected raced down the hill at them, Arkady yelled, “The heads! Shoot for the heads!” Unfortunately, hitting a head-size target when it was hanging stationary in a shooting range even at ten yards was not easy. Head shots on naked demons charging down through the woods straight at you were much more difficult, especially if you lost your nerve. Arkady, who still practiced weekly at the department’s range, dropped three himself but he spent almost a full magazine doing it. Yuri and Gosha managed two between them and then took off running down the path along the lake, with a crowd of them in hot pursuit. 

			Arkady listened carefully for any telltale sounds around him, but other than the wind in the trees and the chirping of birds, he could hear nothing. 

			Poor fat Anton had fumbled and dropped his pistol and shrieked in pure terror as three of them converged on him. Arkady darted between two cabins and listened to Anton’s screams as they tore him apart. There was no way he could save his friend… he had only one round left in the chamber and another in the magazine, and he didn’t have a spare mag on him. He had plenty of ammo for the Makarov on the boat, and better still he had his beloved Lobaev .338 magnum rifle. But the boat rocked next to the dock at least fifty meters away.

			He heard a rustling of leaves behind him, between the cabins, and then one of the demon things stepped into view searching, no doubt, for him. Fortunately for the policeman, it looked to its right first, and Arkady, on its left, shot it through the back of the head. Another of the things leapt into view, but it lost its footing on the steep pine-needled slope and went down hard, sliding a couple of meters. As it struggled to its feet, Arkady shot it and it went down like a marionette whose strings had been cut. Another one popped out between the cabins and tried to make the turn toward Arkady too fast. It hopped several times on one foot trying to maintain its balance before it too tumbled down into the brush. But Arkady was out of ammo. 

			By the time the thing got to its feet, Arkady was already racing for the body of his downed friend and dove for the pistol that lay near him on the ground. He rolled over onto his back and tried to shoot the thing coming at him… and nothing happened! “Der’mo!” he yelled. That fat idiot never even chambered a round! He jerked the slide back, thumbed the safety and snapped off four quick rounds. His first two missed but the last two rounds caught it in the mouth and bridge of its nose and down it went. Still lying on his back he heard a sound behind him, flopped onto his stomach and fired three shots up under the jaw of another one that was almost on top of him. It thudded to the ground, its eyes inches from Arkady’s own. 

			Down to one round, he sprang to his feet and sprinted for his boat, hearing footsteps behind him. He thundered down the wooden dock and leapt onto the cabin cruiser, clawed at the pocket on his pack and extracted a fresh magazine. He ejected the empty and popped in the new one in one smooth motion, wheeled and shot the two that were bearing down on him. 

			He stuffed two fresh magazines in his pocket, swapped out the partial one in the gun for the last full one, and headed off at a run in the direction his friends had taken. He hadn’t made it past the first bend in the trail when he heard the sound of multiple gunshots through the trees, and then a scream cut short. He moved more cautiously when he neared the source of the sound. A dead tree lay across the trail. On the ground on the other side of it lay his friend Yuri, his throat torn open and most of his face gone. There was blood everywhere. 

			Farther along he could see three Infected gathered around Gosha’s corpse, feeding intently. Two more lay nearby, lifeless. At least Gosha had managed to take out a couple of the bastards, he thought. He crept quietly toward the feeders unnoticed until he was a few meters away. He shot two of them before they even saw him, and the third was rising and turning to face him when he dropped it with a round behind the ear.

			Arkady slowly shambled back to his boat, tears streaming down his cheeks. He considered gathering up the bodies of his friends and hauling them back to the boat so he could take them home for a proper burial, but he couldn’t know how many of the things were racing toward him through the forest at this very moment. He untied the lines, started the engine and opened the throttle. The village of Taysnet sat a mile or so farther down the shore. He’d have to warn them, if they hadn’t already been overrun. But when he rounded the pine-covered point at the village’s edge he could see it was too late. Two Infected squatted, animal-like, in the street near the docks. One, he could tell, had been a woman with blonde hair. The other looked like a girl, probably not much more than seven or eight. 

			He throttled back and checked the depth finder. The bottom here was about twenty feet. He killed the engine, and then dropped his fore and aft anchors, positioning his boat so it lay broadside to the town, about a hundred feet offshore. He opened the case and pulled out the Lobaev and his telescopic sight, attached it to his rifle using the turret screws, and inserted a bore sight. He carefully adjusted the horizontal and vertical so the cross-hairs matched the laser dot and then removed the device. He snapped on a full magazine and sighted on the woman’s head. Even at the lowest power, her head (its head, he had to remind himself, because the thing he saw in his scope was no longer a human being) practically filled the scope. He exhaled half a breath, stopped, and squeezed the trigger. Through the scope he saw the right side of its head explode in a spray of fragments. 

			He lowered the weapon and made a slight adjustment to the scope, and then shot the thing that was once a little girl. The round hit dead center. Satisfied, he set the rifle aside and sat down in the captain’s chair. He opened the cabinet at his knee and pulled out a bottle of vodka and an air horn. He took a deep swig from the bottle and began blasting the horn in the direction of the town.

			Infected came pouring out. They came from behind the buildings, out of the woods and down the town’s sole street. He even saw a few throwing themselves through the windows of nearby homes, landing on the ground below amid the shattered glass. They all crowded onto the town’s two docks. Just as the reports had said, they seemed to have an aversion to water. Most stood staring at his boat, their arms hanging limply at their sides. Several were forced off the docks by the press and fell in, and he watched them flounder helplessly. Some sank from sight; a couple bobbed below the surface. 

			He blew the horn intermittently for the next twenty minutes, until no more seemed to trickle in. 

			Then he shouldered the Lobaev and went to work. At 100 feet with the scope, he could hardly miss, and they made it easy by standing almost still and facing him directly. His aiming point was the tips of their noses. A trigger pull and their heads would explode as the big magnum rounds did their work. He varied his shots a little, gauging their effect. A well-placed round in the throat would often decapitate them, or leave their heads hanging by a few scraps while their bodies tumbled backwards. 

			He recognized a few of them. He had sometimes stopped in for supplies, or to have a few drinks at the town’s lone tavern, a crude affair with a plank on a couple of sawhorses for a bar. They were all ages, from old people to children. But he didn’t hesitate. They were no longer human beings. They were Infected. 

			He kept a count, and when he had finished there were seventy-three bodies. Add to that the sixteen back at the cabins and the half a dozen that had fallen into the lake and he could account for ninety-five people. He knew the population of the village had been around 300. That left over 200 unaccounted for. Many were dead, undoubtedly, but who knew where the rest were? Had many people gotten away? Or were they all Infected now, wandering in the woods looking for a meal? He hoped they’d try their luck on a big brown bear. He smiled at the thought.

			He raised his anchors and kicked the big engines to life. The town of Noveselovo lay about twenty minutes up the lake, on the opposite side of the long reservoir. With any luck this plague hadn’t reached them yet. 



	

White House

			April 21st

			President Vincent Ormund stood quietly at a window of the Oval Office, looking out at the demonstrators on Pennsylvania Avenue. The thick glass possessed a slight tint and the clarity wasn’t perfect, since it was designed to stand up to a rocket-propelled grenade, but he could still read the signs they carried demanding “The Cure.” He shook his head, partly in sorrow and partly in disgust.

			He stood a bit shorter than average with square shoulders and a weathered face, a testament to the years he’d spent outside, both as a Marine and before that, growing up in Texas. He’d been born a few miles down the Pedernales River from the LBJ ranch north of San Antonio; in fact, his father had been one of the ex-president’s ranch hands for a few years before he bought his own spread. He’d gone to Texas A&M on a full scholastic scholarship and majored in engineering but quit after two years and enlisted in the Corps and spent two tours in Vietnam. When his enlistment ended, he finished his degree and went on to study the relatively new field of computer science. 

			In 1988, IBM bought his data processing company for $2.2 billion dollars, making him, at the time, one of the richest men in America. His next adventure had been a foray into spatial recognition software, teaching computers how to read and interpret 3-D environments. He’d sold that company too, for over $12 billion, and then ran for the Senate, which he’d won handily. He’d resigned toward the end of his second term to become Secretary of Defense, and finally won election to the White House two years ago. And now it looked like he could be the last president in the country’s history. 

			“Mr. President, I have Doctor Eugene Rush from AMRIID on the line. He says it’s urgent he speak with you.” 

			“Thank you, Jennifer. Put him on. Doctor Rush, you have news?” 

			“Yes, Mr. President. We’ve had a breakthrough of sorts. We believe we’ve identified the source of the infection.”

			“Great! What have you found?” The president figured he could use some good news. Since his ban of all overseas flights, all the major airports had been jammed by massive demonstrations accusing him of isolationism and xenophobia. Twitter had gone totally batshit, and the White House switchboard had been bombarded by angry callers. The networks had been uniformly critical, calling the ban unnecessary and devastating to the economy. Polls had his popularity numbers tumbling. The stock market was in free fall, having given up 2800 points in one week. He didn’t give a damn. He had sworn to protect the country from all enemies, foreign and domestic, and if the pessimists were right, this epidemic could be the very worst enemy the country had ever faced. Still, it would be nice to hear something positive for a change.

			“It’s a spore of some kind. We can’t identify it yet, but we have people around the world working on it. A team in Tokyo discovered it. They’re calling it the Tawada-Soseki parasite, after the two men who found it.”

			“A spore? You mean like from a mushroom?”

			“Exactly, sir, but much smaller. About one one-thirtieth of a micron, which is a millionth of a meter. On the order of one one-hundredth the size of a typical spore. It takes an electron microscope to see it clearly. It’s in about the same size range as some of the largest viruses.”

			“But it’s spore, not a virus? What’s the difference?” 

			“Well sir, a virus is really just a bundle of DNA, or usually RNA. It invades a cell and commandeers it to make lots more viruses, which then burst out of the cell and look for other cells to infect. A virus isn’t even alive, as we know it. 

			“A spore is basically a seed. When it finds a place to grow, it creates a whole organism, like mold or mushrooms. Unfortunately, this particular spore is parasitic. Once inside the human body, it takes over the nervous system until it kills the host, and then it operates the body directly.”

			“And you’re sure this is what’s causing the epidemic?”

			“It’s pretty certain. A preliminary DNA analysis shows a match to what’s infecting all those people, although the DNA is… difficult. My people are still trying to get their arms around it. But now that we know what to look for, we’re finding it everywhere. Even Antarctica, where right now it’s thirty below.”

			“Here too? In this country?”

			“Unfortunately, yes, Mr. President. Here too. The distribution is very pervasive, but it’s also very uneven, which you’d expect from an airborne particle. We’re trying to get spore collection equipment to the places that have had the worst outbreaks. I expect we’ll find much higher concentrations in those areas. 

			“We also don’t know the concentration it takes to create an infection. Is one spore enough, or does it take ten? Or a thousand? There’s a lot we don’t know yet.” 

			The President sat quiet for a moment. “So what can we do?” 

			Within an hour of Doctor Rush’s phone call the White House held a press conference, and the press secretary gave the briefing wearing a surgical mask. Homeland Security and HHS gave simultaneous masked briefings out of their respective offices. The Surgeon General gave her own press conference two hours later and mostly reiterated what had been said, and added the advice that masks should be sprayed lightly with Lysol or a similar disinfectant. The White House and Homeland Security websites posted detailed explanations of what precautions were needed. 

			Amazon nearly crashed in the hours after the press briefing. Every sort of face mask and particle filter they carried almost immediately sold out. Overseas sites like Ali Baba in China suffered the same difficulties. The problem was, the best face masks only filtered particles down to around .3 microns. The Tawada-Soseki spores were one-tenth that size. 



	

Draethen, Wales

			April 21st

			A soft evening breeze played over the low rolling hills of South Wales. A full moon hung high in the sky and a few low clouds scudded across its face. It shone down on an old farmstead, a low stone house and a few outbuildings, including a newer pole building. An open door on the pole building led to a fenced-in pasture, which contained about sixty sheep. They were Llanwenogs, a sweet-tempered Welsh breed with black faces and calm dispositions. However, tonight they milled anxiously around the pen, bleating softly. 

			On a chair by the house, a large man dozed, an empty beer mug and an unlit pipe on the table next to him. Inside, a television cast a blueish light around the parlor of the old stone house. A woman and three young children sat together on the sofa, all covered by a big quilt. They ate popcorn and watched a movie together while their father napped outside. 

			April is the end of lambing season, and the man, whose name was Andras Hughes, had spent the last two hours assisting in a difficult birth. The lamb had been a breach, turned backwards in the womb, and he’d had difficulty getting it turned around right. Finally he got the little lamb in the proper position, with its front legs leading the way and its little head between the legs like a high-diver entering the water, and with one quick push by the ewe it popped right out. Within minutes it stood and nuzzled its mother for milk.

			With only sixty sheep, the farm was really little more than a hobby. Andras had a good job in Cardiff as a senior mechanic at a heavy equipment dealership, but he’d been born and raised on a big working sheep farm that ran nearly two thousand head, and he wanted his daughters to experience some of that life. 

			Now he slept so soundly that he missed the frantic bleating of his flock as they milled around the pen. He woke instead to the scream of a ewe in pain, which sounds very much like a human child. He jumped out of his chair and grabbed a flashlight off the table, and a double-barreled shotgun that leaned against the house. 

			Damn fox! he thought, as he hopped over the low fence. To people in the US, foxes are cute, clever creatures with pretty orange coats. To farmers in England and Wales, especially sheep farmers, they are dangerous vermin to be shot on sight. Lambing season was an especially difficult time, and he had already lost three lambs to foxes. He set his jaw and strode through the pasture, determined not to lose another. 

			He flashed his light past the milling, panicked sheep until it lit on a bizarre sight… three naked people hunched over a dead, bloody sheep. “Coc y gath!” he shouted. “It’s that blue thing!” The three Infected turned at the noise and looked his way. The light shone back from within their eyes; they looked like demons from Hell. 

			Two of them started to rise from the corpse and he shot them both, their heads coming apart in a spray of bone and buckshot. He patted his pockets for more shells, and with a curse realized they were in his other jacket. The third one sprang from the sheep’s carcass and raced toward him, bloody mouth agape. He reversed the shotgun and hit the thing on the side of the head with a swing that would have sent a baseball over the outfield fence. Bones cracked and the creature hit the ground, rolling twice until it ended up motionless on its back, its lifeless eyes reflecting the moonlight. 

			His wife stood in the open doorway of their home, their kids peeking past her. “Did you get the fox?” she called. He stopped short and looked at his little family there in the doorway of his warm and cozy home and thought to himself, Everything I care about is right there. He would remember that moment almost a year later as he watched his house, and the bodies inside, burn.

			



	

White House

			April 22nd

			“Ladies and gentlemen, the President.” Everyone in the long Cabinet conference room stood as the president stalked in and seated himself at the head of the large table. Most of the Cabinet attended, including the Surgeon General and the Secretary of Health and Human Services. The Congressional “gang of eight” sat along one side, the Majority and Minority leaders from both houses of Congress, plus the majority and minority leaders from both the respective Intelligence Committees. Further down the table sat the Joint Chiefs and other people in uniform. Across from them sat the heads of the major intelligence services, including Homeland Security and the CIA. At the far end of the table the seats were taken by more civilians, mostly State Department and DOD. Along both walls in chairs, aides to all the important personages around the table clutched folders and briefcases. 

			When the room became quiet, the President addressed the assembled crowd. “All right, everyone,” he said. “Let’s skip the formalities and get right to it.” He turned to his Chief of Staff who stood at his side. “Jim?”

			“Thank you, Mr. President. First I think we should hear from the Surgeon General. Doctor Vreelander?” The doctor stood up. She had been a highly successful heart surgeon, having developed a number of breakthrough techniques in the field, and a past Executive Director of the AMA. She had known the President and his wife for many years. After two months of arm-twisting, she had reluctantly accepted the job. However, she refused to wear the uniform, which made her feel silly, like a character from a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta. 

			“Mr. President, so far we have had a total of one hundred eighty-seven cases in the United States. We divide these into two categories: primary infection and secondary infection. Secondary infections are those where the means of transmission is obvious, namely a bite mark. Primary infections are those where there is no obvious source of infection, where we must surmise that the person became infected by some vector in the environment. Of the one hundred and eighty-seven cases, one hundred and sixty-one were primary and twenty-six were secondary. Of the primary cases, most were in people who had recently traveled to or from the Far East, mostly China, Japan and Korea. Eight were in people who traveled to Europe, and twelve more to Africa. 

			“There are twelve primary cases among people who have not traveled outside this country. Ten of them were from Alaska, mostly the western part of the Aleutian Islands. That would seem to go along with the idea that this disease is moving from east to west. That part of the Aleutians is on the same longitude as Fiji and American Samoa, where they’re also reporting cases. It’s the other two primary cases that are the most troubling. One occurred in Maine and the other in Massachusetts, outside of Boston. Together they account for nine of the secondary cases, either directly or indirectly through retransmission, or in plain terms, when someone they bit then bit someone else. Neither case was caught before the individuals ‘turned.’ Neither of the individuals had been out of the country, nor had they apparently had contact with anyone who had. Of course in the Boston case, there’s no way to be sure who they might have passed on the street or sat next to in a restaurant. But the Maine case was a farmer in an isolated area, who killed his wife and three children before he was… stopped.

			“Barring some chance encounter that we have been unable to discover, it would seem likely that at least the farmer caught the disease directly from something in the environment. Doctor Rush will have more to say on that aspect. But apparently, the Infection has arrived.” She sat down.

			“Thank you, Doctor Vreelander. John, I’d like to hear from you next.” 

			“Thank you, Mr. President.” John Richardson a tall rangy Army veteran who had graduated from West Point and ended up second in command at the Defense Intelligence Agency. He had been tapped by the President to be his Director of National Intelligence because of his plainspoken style, and his way of cutting directly to the heart of the matter. 

			“Sir, with the help of the CIA, the State Department and the various branches of the military, we’ve been attempting to get an overall picture of the outbreak worldwide. At this point we’ve identified 2,142 confirmed outbreaks, and another thousand or so that we strongly suspect. WHO has set up a reporting system through the UN, but a lot of countries are slow to report. Surprisingly, we’re now getting good data from the Russians. They’re really getting beat up around Vladivostok and central Siberia. Not all countries have been forthcoming with data, most notably China, Iran and North Korea. The Norks, in fact, are denying they have a single case, but our sources paint a vastly different picture.” He turned to the large video screen at the opposite end of the conference room, tapped his phone a couple times, and a grainy, dimly-lit photo appeared. 

			“This was taken by an American aid worker with the group Catholic Friends of North Korea. The Korean police shot and killed her moments after she uploaded it. It was taken in Sonbong, a small manufacturing city in the Rason district a few hours down the coast from Vladivostok.” From the angle of the photo it looked to have been shot from a third or fourth floor vantage point. A small dirty river flowed in the foreground. On the other side lay what appeared to be a warehouse district. Dozens of people, all naked, were running in the same direction. Beyond them, other large groups could be seen between the buildings, all running as well. 

			“There are a few things that are obvious from the data we’ve collected. One is that the forward edge of the outbreak is moving steadily from east to west. Another is that the outbreaks in the affected areas are getting larger. Our analysis shows that the number of primary cases is growing in those areas. In other words, more and more people are coming down with this disease on their own and not through bites.” He looked around him for a moment and sat down.

			The Chief of Staff leaned down and whispered in the President’s ear. The President looked down the table. “Doctor Rush?” 

			Doctor Eugene Rush, a small, wiry man with caramel-colored skin, wore the uniform of an Army two-star general. He had a reputation as a brilliant researcher and could have made a fortune in private life, but instead served as the head of the USAMRIID at Fort Detrick. “Mr. President, as you know, three days ago we had a breakthrough. The National Institute of Infectious Diseases in Tokyo, using materials supplied by our Special Forces Command in Manila, succeeded in isolating what we believe is the cause of these outbreaks. Since then we’ve learned quite a bit more about it.” 

			He thumbed his phone and a new picture appeared on the screen. It showed several objects, clearly under very high magnification. Each one was oblong, about the shape of a football. Each one had a translucent outer coating, surrounding a solid inner core, which was bluish gray. “The University of Manchester produced these on what is currently the world’s most powerful optical microscope.,” he said. 

			“This little monster, ladies and gentlemen, is what we are calling the Tawada-Soseki parasite, and it’s a nasty little critter. It’s basically a spore, along the lines of the kind that cause your bread to mold, but much, much smaller, far smaller than any spore ever discovered. Spores come in all sizes, from the clearly visible to the microscopic. They’re everywhere, including this room. We breathe them in with every breath. The smallest known spores are around five microns, or around five one-millionths of a meter. This bad boy is .03 microns, which is three one-hundred-millionths of a meter, or about one hundred and sixty-seven times smaller.

			“You see this clear coating? That’s where it gets clever. When a foreign object enters the body, the body’s first line of defense is T cells, which we all learned about because of the AIDS virus. Basically, the body manufactures hundreds of types of T cells in every conceivable configuration. When a foreign invader like a virus or bacteria is detected, random T cells are rushed to the site where they all try to attach themselves to the invader. When one manages to do so, it essentially signals the body’s immune system to come over and kill whatever it’s attached to. The body then starts mass producing that particular type of T cell by the millions, and thereby defeats the invader. 

			“This process works for every living organism that enters the body, because all living organisms are made of proteins, and proteins are what the T cells are designed to attach themselves to. But this tricky little bastard… oops, my apologies, sir.” Only the President was allowed to swear at these meetings. The President smiled at him and nodded for him to continue.

			“Anyway, this little fellow is different. I won’t bother with all the details for now, but even though its outer sheath, here, is made out of the same atoms as protein, it is basically an inorganic material, like nylon. Now when a piece of inorganic, or inert material as we call it in the medical trade, like say a plastic mesh for a hernia repair, is introduced into the body, all the body’s normal defenses go to work on it. The body’s temperature is elevated to bake out any pathogens, which produces a fever, and T cells and white blood cells flood to the area, producing an inflammation. But since the material isn’t made of protein, the T cells can’t find it and therefore can’t direct an attack. 

			“Because of this coating, the parasite acts just like any inert medical material, and the body’s defenses are all blind to it. And what the body can’t see, it can’t fight.”

			“Now as far as we can tell, the path of infection is through the upper respiratory system, specifically the nose.” Another slide appeared, a diagram of the human head. He pulled out a laser pointer and began highlighting areas. “The spore embeds in the nasal passage, makes its way through the sinuses, and then somehow moves through the blood vessels here and passes through the blood-brain barrier. Then it settles into the lower regions of the brain below the limbic cortex and begins to sprout.” The object in the next photo looked like a mop, but one where every strand was made up of a string of cells. “Each one of these cells has the same non-reactive coating. The parasite attacks the base of the brain, and takes over these areas; the mid-brain, the medulla oblongata and the pons, which together make up the brain stem. It weaves a web around and through them and then goes on to colonize the rest of the nervous system. What we don’t understand is how those areas continue to function normally while the infection builds, but we’re working on it.”

			He brought up another photo, this time of someone’s hand, palm up. There was an ugly blue-gray tint to it, especially around the fingertips and the lines in the palm. “The discoloration you see here is the parasite, which has created an architecture overlaying the body’s nervous system. It’s most pronounced wherever there are lots of nerves close to surface of the skin.” In quick succession he brought up photos of lips, a nipple, the bottom of a foot, and a man’s genitals. The head of the penis was a dark purple-gray, like a plum. There were gasps around the table, and a lot of the men cringed. Then he clicked to a photo of an eye. In the whites you could see veins of blue and gray. “Looks almost like blue cheese, doesn’t it?” 

			He brought up a photo of an Infected, its eyes hollow and mouth gaping. “When the infection reaches a certain point, it shuts down the rest of the brain and simply takes over control of the body. The brain dies. The body dies. The victim dies, and the parasite then operates the body for its own purposes.” 

			“On the plus side, and this is a HUGE plus, as far as we’ve been able to discover, this organism only attacks human beings. Not even our closest relatives, chimpanzees and bonobos, are susceptible. We’ve reached out to scientists all over the world studying everything from penguins to dragonflies, and there’s no evidence anywhere that this thing can jump species. That’s very good news, because in a world full of zombie houseflies or mosquitoes, mankind wouldn’t stand a chance.” 

			The Secretary of the Navy, a stern-looking woman in a crisp white uniform, leaned forward and asked, “Doctor, do you think the Infected are aware of what’s happening to them?”

			“Possibly, but not for long. When the parasite activates, it shuts off all blood flow to the brain, causing it to begin to die within minutes. 

			“Now here’s something else we’ve discovered. Once the parasite cells spread, they begin to differentiate themselves. So far we’ve identified five different types of cells, with some further specialization among them.” A new slide appeared with each type. “One type creates these long chains that wrap around the nervous system, very much like our own neurons. This is what gives its victims those telltale blue streaks. One seems to travel individually throughout the body, killing every microorganism it finds. We think this is why the body, though clinically dead, doesn’t seem to rot. One forms these long tendrils that extend through the muscles and tendons. We believe these allow it to make the body move. Another forms chains that coat the victim’s entire digestive system, especially in the throat. This makes sense because, as the infection advances, all the internal organs in the body are cannibalized. They also overlay the structures throughout the rest of the body. We think these are involved in absorbing and transferring nutrients. Then there’s these.”

			The slide showed a group of cells similar to the spores, but round. “These are only found in the mouth. They resemble the spores, but they’re about a hundred times bigger. These are the agents that transfer the infection during a bite. The others types don’t, even when transferred directly to another live human. You could take a spoonful of the other types and rub them directly into an open wound, which we’ve done, and they won’t cause an infection.”

			The Speaker of the House’s eyes narrowed. “Are you saying you’ve been experimenting on live subjects? Probably people who are incarcerated! That’s monstrous!” She leaned toward the Senate Minority Leader, who sat next to her, and whispered something. He pulled back from her with a skeptical look on his face.

			“No, ma’am. Volunteers. Mostly elderly vets at VA hospitals, and terminal patients who jumped at the chance to serve their country one more time.” 

			One of the generals, an expert on chemical and biological warfare, leaned forward and asked, “Can these go airborne as well?” 

			“We don’t believe so. They’re contained in a kind of a semi-liquid paste in the mouth, like a gooey saliva. We believe that a single bite might deliver millions of them into a wound. We’ve tried drying them and seeing if they’ll diffuse on their own, and even sprayed them in an aerosol, but they degrade very quickly in the environment, in a matter of minutes, so I don’t think that’s a part of the infection cycle. None of the spore collectors around the world have turned up any, and believe me, we’ve been looking.

			“One more point. It seems that some people might have a natural immunity. Around two to five percent of the volunteers exposed to the spores did not develop symptoms. There is also anecdotal evidence of people who have been bitten and not turned.”

			The President asked, “Do we have any idea why?”

			“No sir, but we’re trying our best to isolate it. We don’t know if it because of some pre-existing medical condition in the body—”

			“You mean like the way sickle cell anemia prevents malaria?” 

			“Exactly, sir. It might be environmental, like an elevated chemical in the body due to some outside exposure. It might be that these people are making a little more or a little less of some hormone or protein in their bodies that’s rendering them immune. It’s impossible to say at this point, but there are people working on it all over the world.” 

			The President stared at the screen for a moment. “Do we have any idea where it came from?” 

			“Sir, the short answer is no. This is obviously not something which occurs naturally. For one thing it has triple helix DNA, which is extremely rare, and the way it’s constructed is unique. We’re working hard on sequencing the DNA, which the triple structure makes very difficult, but already we’ve identified strands from half a dozen different organisms, from a common variety of mold fungus to a Madagascar fruit fly. We have no idea how they work together, but one thing is for sure—somebody made this thing.”

			The President looked to his DNI. “John, do we have any idea who?” 

			The Director of National Intelligence slowly shook his head. “Honestly, sir, not a clue. Our analysts say no one out there is anywhere close to this level of technology. The Chinese, the Japanese, the Russians, the Germans, heck even the Dutch are doing some great work on recombinant DNA, but this is light years beyond any known capability. And then there’s motive. There isn’t a country east of here that hasn’t had at least one outbreak, and I guarantee that as we’re talking here dozens more are popping up around the globe. Seems like we’re all sitting on the same branch when it comes to this. Sawing it off to get at your enemies is an act of suicide.” 

			“What about terrorists?” 

			“Again, I can’t rule anything out, but I don’t see a bunch of ISIS guys with the technology to do this.”

			The Speaker of the House snapped. “What about home grown terrorists? A bunch of alt-right nut jobs?” 

			The DNI refrained from rolling his eyes, but just barely. “Ma’am, again, it’s a matter of capabilities. Unless you’ve got some billionaire, mad scientist living in a hollowed-out volcano, I don’t know how someone would possess the knowledge and capabilities to do this, especially without us knowing. You know, we keep pretty close track of cutting-edge science, both here and around the world. There’s nothing like this out there.”

			The party heads from both the Intelligence committees remained expressionless. The US government was not supposed to spy on its science community, but the operative word here was supposed. Many scientists had assumed themselves to be working in obscurity right until they made a discovery that might affect national security, only to find themselves in a conversation with two or three well-dressed government employees who had last names like “Smith” and “Jones” if they had any last name at all.

			The Secretary of the Air Force leaned in. “Mr. President, if I may?” The President nodded. “It’s not just the technology, it’s the logistics involved,” he said. “You’d have to have a way to disperse it all over the planet. You’d need a fleet of planes, all equipped with aerosol spraying equipment, flying back and forth all around the world. Imagine crop dusting, but on a planetary scale. There’s no way we wouldn’t have noticed. I mean, you could dump a few trillion of these spores into a couple spots in the atmosphere and let the wind patterns disperse it, but it wouldn’t produce anything like the methodical movement from east to west we’ve seen in the outbreaks. From what I understand, the front wave of the infection is moving steadily west at about 250 miles a day.”

			A young aid to the Secretary of the Treasury suddenly sat upright. He leaned forward and tapped the Sec/Treas on the arm and whispered in his ear. The Secretary looked at him, and asked him a quick question. The young man nodded.

			The President, having caught the exchange, said, “Son, do you have something for us? Stand up.”

			The young man blushed and stood up. “Curtis Arnold, Treasury. Sir, I’m kind of a regular on Reddit. It’s a—” 

			The President cut him off. “I’m familiar.”

			The man continued, “Well, there’s this old Marine Corps vet outside of Chicago, and he’s got a theory that’s been getting a lot of traction. He’s been tracking unexplained bird deaths around the world. All the deaths he’s pointing out are very high-flying birds, like cranes, and they’ve been dropping out of the sky from high altitudes, stone dead. These aren’t the usual plane strikes, because the birds are pretty much unmarked, except for what you’d expect from the fall. A normal bird strike grinds ’em up like hamburger. Totally sick! Uh… sir.

			“It’s happening around the world, sir, but what makes it really pertinent is that the incidents started in the Far East about two months ago and moved steadily west, at a rate that works out to about 250 miles a day.”

			There was a quiet buzz of voices from around the table. The President raised his voice slightly. “So what does this Marine think is the cause?” Chatter ceased. 

			“Well, he says it’s uh… well, aliens, sir.” There were eye rolls and a few mutters from around the table. 

			“That’s an interesting theory, son, but it does seem a little out there.” The young aide sat down, feeling foolish.

			Until the head of AMRIID said, “I would say that’s not unlikely.” All heads turned toward him. “No country or group on Earth has the capability of pulling off something like this. Not the technology, and not the distribution. It’s simply impossible. And when you dismiss the impossible, you have to take the improbable very seriously.” 

			“Why would aliens do this? What could they possibly want?” 

			Doctor Rush looked at the President steadily. “I have no idea, sir. They certainly haven’t reached out and made any contact I’m aware of. But maybe they’re so advanced, they’re experimenting on us like we experiment on flatworms. For all I know we may be some alien kid’s high school science experiment.” 

			“Great. Is there any indication that this thing is starting to taper off?”

			“Quite the contrary, sir. It seems to be accelerating.”

			“And do we have any idea what percent who are infected actually turn? Who die from this?”

			The head of USAMRIID looked at the Sec/HHS uncomfortably. She nodded. 

			“Sir,” she said, “At this point we really can’t say. The way this thing is able to hide from the body’s immune system, we really don’t know who’s carrying them and who isn’t, because we can’t develop an antibody test. However, if you consider only the people who show symptoms, it might be as high as 100 percent. The one thing I can tell you is, the spores are still out there, and people are still breathing them in.”

			Sec/Nav leaned back in her chair and rubbed her hand over her face. “Oh man. We are so screwed.” 



	

Pasteur Institute, Paris, France

			April 25th

			Dr. Eilene Renaud gripped the scalpel and swiftly but expertly made an incision starting above the left ear, across the forehead, over the right ear, and down toward the back of the head. She tipped the head to one side and continued the incision, passing over the gaping bullet wound at the base of the skull. Tipping the skull in the other direction, she completed the incision by joining it to where she had begun. 

			A droplet of sweat dripped down her forehead and itched slightly, but of course she was unable to scratch it in her bulky racal suit. She shook her head vigorously to dislodge it and resumed her work. 

			She grabbed the scalp firmly at the font edge and pulled. It tore away with a ripping sound that always reminded her of Velcro. The scalp came away cleanly and she set it aside, then she picked up a rotating bone saw and deftly followed the path of her incision around the skull, careful as always not to cut too deep to avoid the possibility of damaging any tissue underneath. She stuck a flat bladed instrument similar to a chisel into the thin gap left by the saw blade and twisted. The top half of the skull came off with a pop, exposing the brain inside.

			The sight was revolting. Instead of a healthy pink, this brain had already shrunken to about three quarters of its normal size and was an ugly mottled blue-gray. A normal brain is soft and somewhat spongy. This one felt much firmer, like boiled cauliflower. She pulled the brain forward and used a scalpel to sever the optic nerves and several others holding the brain in place. Then she made a cut through the tentorium ceribelli, which is a tough membrane that holds the cerebellum to the occipital bone at the base of the skull. With a quick movement of her hand she severed the top of the spinal cord and the brain came free. 

			She set it on the scale next to her and weighed it. Her assistant, Claude, moved in and carefully photographed it at several angles. The entire autopsy was being videotaped of course, but she wanted close up shots of the parasite in action. 

			She removed the brain from the scale. With another longer scalpel she made a deft cut, beginning under the front of the brain, up the middle between the two lobes and down the back. With a tug, she pulled the two halves of the brain apart, exposing an object about the size of her thumb. It was a deep bluish gray, and reminded her of a long skinny grape, a very unhealthy brain stem. 

			“There you are,” she said. She bagged it, labeled it, and set it on a metal tray in an open drawer nearby. Using her elbow, she pressed a large button near the drawer and it slid into the wall. The sample, she knew, would be taken down the hall where it would be cut into razor thin sections and examined under a microscope. 

			She checked the computer monitor hanging near the stainless steel autopsy table. The body, a man’s, was the last of a family of seven—his mother and a teenage son, plus a wife and three small children. The mother, the son and the man had all turned about the same time and attacked and killed the woman and the three children. 

			“Rene,” she said to the room, “please bring up the intake files on the last seven patients. Slowly. I want to check each one of them.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” a disembodied voice answered. One by one the files popped up on the screen. 

			“Rene, please call Dr. LeDuc and have him meet me in the conference room in twenty minutes.”

			Twenty minutes later, she sat in the brightly lit conference room with Dr. Henri LeDuc, a short, slight, bearded man with thick glasses and a look of keen intelligence. She turned toward the monitor on the wall and brought up each of the seven photos of the deceased family in turn. “The mother and the husband are both from Algeria. The son is from a previous marriage, also from Algeria. But the wife is Somali. And all three of the children of course have her genes.”

			“So what are you suggesting? An inherited immunity, on the mother’s side?”

			“I think the possibility exists. Of course it could be a coincidence, but I think it’s something that bears further research at least.”

			“I agree.” He squinted his eyes shut and stroked his beard, a sign that she knew indicated he was lost in thought. 

			“Our sample size is far too small here. I’m going to reach out to the WHO, the CDC in America, the NIID in Tokyo and some others. If there is such a thing as inherited immunity, we need to find it and see if it can be replicated in others.” He beamed at her, and grabbed her by the shoulder. “Good catch, Eilene!”



	

Wheaton, Illinois

			April 28th

			Dan Booth finished reading the papers in front of him and sighed. According to the charging document, a woman at a Target store had grown irate at a store cashier and began shouting and becoming abusive. A man behind her pulled out a pistol and shot her through the head. He claimed to investigating officers that he “thought she was turning.” They’d been married for 27 years. 

			Dan was tall, like his brother Jack, both nudging 6’2’. Unlike Jack he was slim and wiry. When he was younger he did a lot of CrossFit, but with a demanding job and two little girls he found he didn’t have much time for it or, really, the interest. He now worked out three times a week over lunch hour at the huge fitness center right down the street, mostly cardio and some weights, at least when he wasn’t in trial. At 35 he still had a full head of sandy blond hair, inherited from his mom. His dad’s male-pattern-baldness hadn’t shown up, at least not yet, although his hairline seemed to be receding slightly. 

			One of eighteen assistant state attorneys at the DuPage County State’s Attorney’s Office, Dan oversaw felony prosecutions. He had started working there straight out of law school at Northwestern, and at first it was all scut work: answering phone calls, retrieving court documents, even fetching coffee. However, he’d been a standout on his college debate team and a star at moot court in law school, and he quickly separated himself from the pack. Two years ago he’d been made Head of Felony Prosecutions. There had been some calls from private law firms looking for a hot young litigator, but long before he ever applied to law school he knew he wanted to be a prosecutor. He’d been to lunch several times lately with some of the guys from the US Attorney’s Office in Chicago and last time they met, Rob Connelly, the Assistant DA in charge of Criminal Prosecutions, had stopped by the table and said, “Been hearing some great things about you, Dan. I think we need to talk.”

			He’d gone home to Terry that night elated. The US Attorney’s office! He’d always dreamed of being a federal prosecutor, going up against the really big bad guys and their high-powered lawyers, and it had suddenly seemed a real possibility. Three days later the Makoko video hit the internet and the whole world tilted sideways. His dad had gotten himself kicked out of India, and his Uncle Owen, tough SOB that he was, started talking about aliens and whooping cranes, and people were going crazy.

			He carried two phones, one for office business, and the other was his personal number, which he seldom gave out. His personal phone chimed; a text from Uncle Owen. Owen was definitely not a texter. “DAN. IMPORTANT. WATCH NOW. Terry’s a star.” A video accompanied the text. It was apparently taken by someone sitting in their car, which was clearly stuck in traffic. Dan hit Play and the action started. You could see a naked man, apparently Infected, running between the stopped cars. He was pounding on the windows, obviously trying to get at the people inside. Dan watched as he ran up to a silver minivan and began to bang on it.

			He frowned. “Hey, that looks like—” when the driver’s window erupted in a spray of glass and the thing’s head snapped back. Its legs gave out, and it tumbled to the pavement. It began to crawl in the direction of the camera, when the van door opened and a woman got out with a gun in her hand. It was Terry, dressed smartly in a business suit. She took a step toward the Infected and shot it in the back of the head. The video stopped as the bullet began to exit in a bulge below the thing’s left eye. It advanced a frame at a time and you could see the cheek erupt and gore splatter toward the ground. Then it went back to normal speed, and the thing pitched forward on its face. He watched as Terry calmly lowered the gun and got back into the van. 

			He immediately called his wife, but the call went straight to voicemail. He called Uncle Owen. Instead of saying hello, Owen answered the phone with, “Heck of a video, isn’t it? Been up twelve minutes and it already has … wow, 23,000 views.”

			“Is she okay? Where is she? Where are the kids? What’s going on—”

			“Relax, son. I have the kids at your place. Terry called me right after it happened and asked me to pick up Hannah and be here when Lainey got off the bus. Everything is fine.”

			He grabbed his coat and headed down the aisle toward the front door. He passed a group of people huddled around a monitor on someone’s desk. A few of them were wearing masks, but most weren’t. When the word got out that the spores were already everywhere and too small to be stopped by them, most people had simply stopped wearing them. Companies around the world were now pumping out effective masks, but they were going to the military and first responders first. And “important” people, meaning high-ranking government employees and anyone with enough pull, or money, to get one. 

			A young man in shirtsleeves exclaimed, “Whoa, sick! Play it again.” 

			Darlene Carter, a longtime friend and fellow prosecutor, noticed Dan walking by and said, “Dan, isn’t that—”

			“Yes it is. I’m leaving. Tell John I’ll check in with him later.” John was the State’s Attorney and a good friend as well. 

			“Will do. If you need anything...” 

			“Thanks. Thanks, Darlene.” 

			When he arrived at home, he came around the corner hoping to see his wife’s minivan, but instead his uncle’s old fire-engine red Ford Explorer sat in the driveway. Dan felt a lump of worry form in the pit of his stomach. Terry was always home by now. She’d arranged with her employer to handle their online marketing from the office most of the day and from home the last couple of hours, so she could pick up Hannah from day care and be home when Lainey got off the school bus. In truth she didn’t get much work done those hours with the girls home, but the company didn’t mind. She was extremely good at her job. Since her hiring as Online Marketing Director two years earlier, their website business was up an astonishing 38 percent. Her bonus last Christmas had been huge.

			He walked into the living room and found three-year-old Hannah curled up in Owen’s lap, watching cartoons and eating goldfish crackers. Lainey lay on the floor using Tank as a pillow, with her feet up on Sonny’s back. The dogs adored her. The girls both smiled brightly when they saw him. Hannah ran to him and he scooped her up in a big hug, while Lainey said, “Hi Daddy!” and went back to watching TV. 

			He gave Hannah a kiss and handed her back to Owen, and bent to collect another one from Lainey and give the big dogs a quick pat. “Uncle Owen, have you heard anything from Terry? I tried her phone but I couldn’t get through.”

			“She’s fine, Dan. She should be along soon. Hey Hannah, let your poor old uncle up so I can go talk to Daddy.” He stood up and when he did, Tank and Sonny raised their heads with an “Are we leaving?” expression. “Stay, boys,” he said and they settled down again. 

			He gestured for Dan to follow him into the next room to their computer. “Terry’s a big hit on YouTube. It’s all over Facebook too.” He moved the mouse and the computer screen came to life. It showed Terry’s YouTube video. 

			Uncle Owen refreshed the screen. “213,000 views in a little over an hour. Your wife’s a big hit on YouTube.”

			Dan shook his head. “Wow.”

			“Is that the Smith & Wesson Airlite I gave her?” The lightweight S&W is the perfect purse gun, Owen thought. It’s fourteen ounces fully loaded and feels like a toy, but it has no slide to mess with and a safety that you can flick off easily with your thumb. It’s chambered for .357, but he’d loaded Terry’s with .38 Specials, and the old man made sure they were Speer Gold Dot Hollow-points, his favorite brand in that caliber. They drilled deep and made a big hole, which was all you could ask from a bullet. “Those .38 Specials sure make an impression, don’t they?”

			“Yeah, she really likes that gun.” A week before Dan had persuaded her to start carrying the gun in her purse. She already knew how to handle one. In the Booth family, shooting was a family sport. Concealed carry laws were largely being ignored now, as infections were cropping up around Chicago. There had been a couple hundred so far, and it seemed like there were two or three a day now. 

			Dan looked at his watch. It was 4:30. “Do you know where she is?”

			“She called me a few minutes after it happened. She asked me to pick up Hannah and be here for Lainey, which I was happy to do. She said the cops wanted her to come to the station to make a statement.” 

			“She went? And she didn’t call me? Unbelievable!” As a prosecutor, Dan well knew what any decent lawyer could tell you. If you ever did anything that anyone could construe as being in the slightest bit illegal, never talk to the cops without a lawyer present.

			“Relax. She already called Darius and he was going to meet her at the station. She said she didn’t want to get you involved because she didn’t want the cops to think you were big-footing the case.” Darius Whitehall was a close friend and neighbor. His daughter Kiesha and Lainey were best friends. He was also a very competent criminal attorney. 

			Dan tried to call her again, but it went right to voicemail. They heard the front door open. Both girls screamed “Mommy!” and ran to the door. 

			Owen called out, “Hey! It’s Annie Oakley!” 

			Dan hurried to the front door and hugged his wife. “Babe! Are you okay?”

			“Oh, I’m fine. Just a little shook, I guess.” she said, smiling wanly. She looked tired, and walked like she was carrying a great weight. He put his arm around and he steered her toward the living room.

			She lowered her voice and asked him, “Who’s Annie Oakley?” 

			They had pizza for dinner, which was a hit with the kids. After they were put to bed, Terry finally turned her phone on. There were 33 voicemails and 92 texts. The police had released her name about an hour before, and everyone was reaching out to her. All the networks, including the cable channels, wanted to speak with her. There was a nice text from her boss telling her to take a few days off if she needed it. Neighbors and friends offered support. 

			Dan called the state’s attorney’s cell phone and the call went to voicemail. “Hey John,” he said. “It’s Dan. You probably heard about Terry and the shooting already. We’re going to take a day or two off and help her deal with it. If you need me for anything, I’ll be at home. Thanks.”

			Terry’s phone rang and it was Jack. That one she answered. “Hey, Jack-Jack, how are you? Oh, you saw it too? Me? I’m fine. No really. I probably won’t get a lot of sleep tonight, but I’ll be okay… No Jack, honestly. I know, you have to ask, but honestly no interviews. I really don’t want that… I’m sure you didn’t. Just tell them I’m a total biyatch and I refuse... Really? Oh that’s great! When? Love you too, Jack.” She hung up. “The news people at Reuters have been all over him about getting an interview. He also says he’s coming back to Chicago, probably tomorrow. On assignment.” 

			The doorbell rang and light flooded the foyer. Owen got up and looked out the living room window. “Looks like a news crew. I’ll get rid of ‘em.”

			He opened the door. A woman with amazingly white teeth and a bright red pants suit thrust a microphone in his face. “Hi, I’m Amanda Tandy with Eyewitness News. I’d like to speak with Terry Booth. Is she here?” She tried to peer around him into the house.

			“Mandy Tandy? Man, what kind of parent would do that to a child?” 

			She frowned at him for a split second, and then she was all smiles again. “Please, I really need to speak to Terry.”

			“Terry? Terry Booth? She doesn’t live here anymore. They moved about two weeks ago.” 

			She faltered for a moment. “Then who are you?” 

			“Me? I’m the guy telling you to leave.” 

			She glanced over at the driveway where Terry’s van sat, a fist-sized hole in the driver’s side window. “Sir, I can see that’s her car—”

			“Look, sweetheart, I’m trying to be nice to you. She’s had a rough day and she doesn’t feel like talking, okay? Now vamoose.” 

			He went to shut the door but she thrust her microphone in his face. “Sir!” she demanded. “The public has a right to know--”

			“Take your capped teeth and your fake tits and get off the property. Now.” 

			The cameraman, a big guy in a Blackhawks windbreaker, scowled fiercely and said, “Now look here, asshole...”

			“Boys!” he said sharply, and suddenly there were two heads next to his thighs. “Pass Auf!” Both the dogs swiveled their eyes to the woman and bared their teeth. Tank emitted a low rumbling growl. 

			“Shit!” the reporter said, and stumbled backwards, her eyes open wide. The cameraman turned off his camera and they both scurried off to their news van across the street. 

			Owen closed the door and laughed. “Man! That was the most fun I’ve had in weeks.”

			Terry smiled. “You’re terrible.” 

			They turned on the TV and surfed the news channels for a while. The plague was getting almost wall to wall coverage. Videos were now pouring in from all over the world. An outbreak killed dozens at a soccer match in Hanoi. There was a massive fire at a big industrial complex in Siberia. Drone footage captured a group of Infected chasing several people in coveralls through the smoke and flames. There was rioting in Cairo, Mumbai and a number of other large cities. Huge fires swept through the slums in Nairobi. Governments all over the world were declaring martial law. 

			Since the Makoko video, some governments were now coming clean about outbreaks. Death tolls from the parasite were estimated at between a hundred- and a hundred and fifty thousand worldwide. 

			In France thousands of people demonstrated at the Arc de Triomphe. Signs, which Dan noted were in English as well as French, said “Stop the Killing!” and “Infected Are People Too!” 

			“What’s that about?” he asked. 

			Owen answered, “Bleeding hearts. They’re protesting the killing of Infected, even though that’s the only way to stop them. They think they should be captured and hospitalized or something until a cure can be found.” 

			“Don’t they realize those people are already dead? No heartbeat, brain all shriveled up, organs devoured? What, are they expecting a miracle?”

			“Since when have people like that ever let facts get in the way of a good protest? It’s not just in France, either. It’s going on here too. New York, San Francisco, LA, wherever there’s a big bunch of social justice warriors, they’re out in the streets over this. Idiots.”

			Dan was fairly non-political himself, though his views ran pretty much to the right. You couldn’t do his job without seeing enough to give you a pretty cynical view of people’s natures. 

			He changed the channel again. This time the chyron at the bottom of the screen identified the speaker as a spokesman for the CDC. It was apparently from a press conference earlier in the day. He wore a surgical-type face mask hanging around his neck.

			“Unfortunately, no,” he was saying. “At this time we’ve been unable to develop a reliable test for the presence of the parasite. Normally with any type of infection like this, the standard technique would be to take a blood draw and then culture it to see what’s there. But in this case all our efforts to grow it outside the human body have failed. It won’t seem to grow anywhere else, in any other medium.

			“The spores are too small to be seen with an ordinary medical lab microscope. By the time we’re able to detect the structures the parasite creates in the body, other signs, such as the bluing of the fingertips and sclera, are already visible or will be quickly enough that the test doesn’t matter. The only reliable early test that works is a fluid draw from the base of the brain, which can reveal the presence of advancing infection. Unfortunately, this procedure is terrifically invasive and can only be done in a fully equipped hospital setting. And even if there’s a negative result, there’s no guarantee that the patient won’t become infected a few days later.

			“The initial symptoms seem to be a slight fever and a headache, and unfortunately those are symptoms of a hundred other common ailments.”

			The camera cut to a reporter asking a question. “Doctor Hunt, is it true that the time between the transmission of the parasite through a bite and the person ‘turning’ is growing shorter?”

			“There’s evidence of that in some cases, yes. We believe that those individuals may have already been infected by spores and the parasite already created an extensive architecture in the victim’s nervous system. The bite seems to accelerate the process. We’ve had anecdotal evidence of apparently asymptomatic victims going from bite to full transformation in as few as seven minutes.”

			“Doctor, is it true this came from space aliens?” 

			The doctor frowned. “I see no reason to believe that. We’ve identified a number of sections of DNA and they all come from organisms on Earth.”

			“But who put it together?”

			“That’s really not a question I can answer, but I know the FBI and the CIA and practically every other investigative agency in the world are looking into it.”

			There were shouts of “Doctor! Doctor!” from around the room as reporters tried to make themselves heard. Finally the camera focused on one man, who stood up and asked, “Doctor Hunt, is there any sign of a vaccine or a cure?”

			“No, not yet. We’re pursuing a number of avenues, but there’s been very little progress so far.” The shouting began again.

			“Look,” he said, “let me leave you with something positive. There are early indications that not everyone is susceptible to this parasite. There is evidence that some people might be immune, and that this immunity may run in families. So far we have no idea why, or how, but we’re working very hard to find the answers.” 

			“Oh God, let’s hope so,” Terry said. 



	

Talnakh, Siberia 

			April 29th

			“We have to go through them. Remember, not a sound.” 

			Boris Golovatyj looked at the faces around him. “Ready?” he whispered. He raised the hammer in his hand and charged out of the doorway. Behind him nine men and women, makeshift weapons in hand, followed on his heels. Ahead of them were at least thirty naked Infected. Once they were men and women, people to work with or have a drink with. But those people were gone now, transformed into these relentless ravening monsters. As one, all the Infected turned and lumbered toward them, mouths open and teeth bared. Many of them were covered in dried blood and all were marked with telltale ugly blueish gray streaks. 

			Golovatyj reached them first. Like the rest he was dressed head to toe in canvas firefighting gear. He held a five-pound sledgehammer in his big gloved hand, the handle cut down to eighteen inches, with a rough-cut leather strap looped around his wrist. Golovatyj, whose last name fittingly meant “big head,” was a huge man with shoulders as wide as a door. He was a Cossack, whose ancestors had fought all over Siberia, first against the invading Russians and later for them, as elite troops whose ferocity was legendary. His big nose looked like a potato, and his skin was pock-marked skin from adolescent acne. His head was shaved, he had bushy black eyebrows and he wore a huge black handlebar mustache streaked with gray One cheek and the side of his jaw carried a heavy slab of scar tissue from where he’d been badly burned by a gas line explosion. It was the kind of face, his friends teased him, that gave nightmares to small children. 

			Behind him, his comrades wielded a variety of odd weapons. A few carried fire axes, and another one a six-foot steel pry bar he had taken from a machine shop. His friend Pavlo had found himself an old woodsman’s ax with a twelve-inch blade leaning in the corner of a shed. What it was used for he had no idea; there wasn’t a tree for miles. But someone had kept it razor sharp. Others toted hammers or crowbars. Several also carried trash can lids as shields. It reminded Golovatyj of playing knights as a boy, with his trash can lid shield and a wooden sword made from a fence picket. All of them were dressed, like Golovatyj, in canvass firefighting gear.

			The two lines met, with Golovatyj at the center. He swung his hammer sidearm across his body at the first one, instantly crushing its skull, and then brought it down on the head of another, driving it down almost to the thing’s jaw. He brought his hammer up under the chin of the next one with a wide arcing uppercut like a windmill. It smashed through the jaw and up into its face exiting above the eye in a spray of bone and gristle. He aimed for the side of the next one’s head but missed, striking in the shoulder instead and sending it sprawling. It immediately started to rise. He stepped close and brought the hammer down on top of its head, smashing it like an over-ripe melon hitting a concrete sidewalk. Another one leapt at him and he punched it in the side of its jaw, and then brought his hammer down on top of its head. 

			He heard someone call for help, and saw Irina on the ground with two of the things on top of her. Irina was a short grumpy woman who was built like a bulldog with a face to match. She was also one of Golovatyj’s best friends. She had her hand around one’s neck, trying to keep its teeth from reaching her face. The other had her canvas sleeve clutched in its jaws, shaking its head like a terrier with a rat and trying bite through it. With a broad sideways swing he crushed the skull of the one biting her coat. He grabbed the other by its long hair, yanked it off and threw it to the ground. Before it could resume the attack, Pavlo swung his woodsman’s ax and beheaded it. He looked around him and found that the only ones left standing were his crew. 

			“Get on the truck,” he hissed, “And let’s get out of here!”

			Last night they’d been called to a fire at the west end of the complex, by the old rail depot. It used to be the place where metal ore from the mines was loaded onto rail cars for shipment out of the area. Since the huge processing center had been built a couple miles to the west with its massive cranes and rail terminal, this one wasn’t used much. Some of the buildings had been converted into machine shops and repair sheds. At the far end of the loading area stood an old warehouse. To the north, south, and east of the warehouse, there was nothing but the vast Siberian night and the open-pit nickel mines. Watchmen had spotted a fire there in the late hours of the evening and called it in, and Golovatyj’s crew at Firehouse #2 caught the call. When they arrived the old building was almost fully engulfed, flames reaching high into the night sky, sending a spiral of sparks soaring into the air where they mixed with the stars. The building itself was beyond saving. Their task now was to prevent the blaze from spreading to the other old structures nearby. It clearly was a job for more than one engine, so Golovatyj, as crew chief, put out a call for two more crews. His crew had just finished laying out hoses when two more engines, from Firehouses #1 and #4 joined the fight, each engine carrying half a dozen firefighters.

			Two of the crews trained water on the fire and the third sprayed a heavy mist on the surrounding buildings to keep them from igniting. The fire was nearly out when a shockingly naked woman ran out of the darkness to the south of them, knocked one of the men to the ground and bit him on the face. A security guard ran over and shot her, but two more Infected jumped him and he went down too. Suddenly they were everywhere, charging out of the night. Firefighters were going down left and right under packs of Infected, screaming and flailing. Some of the firefighters grabbed axes and crowbars off the trucks and stepped into the fray, but most held back, terrified. Golovatyj grabbed a hose and directed the stream into the oncoming horde and blasted Infected after Infected off their feet and back out into the darkness. A few of them hit hard on the concrete pavement and didn’t get up again, but too many scrambled to their feet and came running back. 

			He kept shifting the hose to wherever they were advancing, but there were too many to contain. He noticed a movement out of the corner of his eye and turned his head to see a huge Infected, its beard glistening with bright red blood by the light of the fire, almost on top of him. He had barely time enough to raise an elbow to fend it off, when a stream of silvery white water from his left side hit it like a fist and blew it across the wet pavement. Another stream joined in from his right, clearing away a dozen or more. 

			He risked a glance around him. His friend Pavlo manned one hose and a man named Dmitri, the crew chief from #4, was on the other. Both men acknowledged him with a nod. For a while they kept the Infected at bay, but then a fresh mob came running in from along the tracks to the north and swarmed around the trucks. He turned to the firefighters who had managed to gather behind him and yelled “Run! We’ll hold them back as long as we can!” The crowd hesitated. Pavlo yelled, “Run damn you!!” and they took off. Thirty seconds later the three of them threw down their hoses and raced down the lane between the buildings with a swarm of Infected close behind them. 

			A hundred yards into the complex, Golovatyj cast a glance over his shoulder. He saw that they were easily outdistancing the undead, even wearing their cumbersome rubber boots. The front wave of the horde was just passing under a streetlight. The sight was macabre. The Infected were all naked, mostly men, but some women among them. Many of them were smeared with blood, some of it dried and brown, and some bright red. And the way they ran was bizarre—mouths agape, arms hanging loosely, knees and feet flapping, spread wide as if to keep them from falling over. Their upper bodies hardly moved at all while their knees pumped vigorously and their feet slapped at the gravel road. If only one of them ran this way, it would have been almost humorous. But the sight of a hundred or more zombies, making no sound other than their footfalls on the gravel, all of them staring straight at him, was nightmarish. 

			They rounded a corner and Golovatyj heard a voice call his name and saw a canvas-clad arm beckoning to him. They found an open door waiting, the side entrance to a machine shop. Irina hid there and a half dozen others. “Get down,” she hissed. A row of windows looked out onto the roadway. They all plastered themselves along the wall under the windows and waited, holding their breaths. Seconds later the Infected arrived, crashing into the door and making the thin walls shake. They could see dozens of shadows cast through the windows by the moonlight. In eerie silence they milled around, obviously confused by the sudden disappearance of their meal. They suddenly took off running again and were gone. 

			A phone hung on the wall and Dmitri grabbed it. “Dead!” he said, and swore. “We’re trapped!” He sat down unhappily, his back to the wall. 

			“Where’s the night maintenance crew? Someone should have put out an alarm by now! When the first day shift gets in, maybe things will start to happen. Someone should notice our trucks are missing, at least.” 

			Someone asked, “Do you think the security people at the fire called this in?” 

			Golovatyj shook his head. “They went down too quickly. I should have grabbed one of their two-ways. Never even occurred to me.” 

			He settled in and thought about sleep, when he heard the sound of a woman crying softly nearby. He moved down the wall, careful to keep his head down, and sat next to her. “You’re Natalya, right? From #4?” She nodded tearfully.

			“I’m sorry for crying. I feel stupid doing it. But I’m so afraid.” She sniffled and wiped her nose and her canvas sleeve. 

			“Don’t you worry, my dear. We will get out safely. There are many of those things, but they are slower than we are, and stupid. Once it’s daylight, we’ll figure a way out.” He put his big hand on her shoulder and gently pulled a strand of hair from across her face.

			“It’s not that. It’s everything. This place, this world! It’s all going to end!” She rested her head on her knees, and her shoulders heaved with silent sobs.

			“Now listen to me, Natalya. During the Great War, when the Nazis invaded, we lost twenty million people. Half a million men died at Stalingrad alone, and most of the country was in ruins. Then we suffered under the Communists for another fifty years. But look at us now! This installation is one of the biggest in the world, worth billions of dollars, and we’re mining for ore above the Arctic Circle! You cannot keep us down. We’ll beat these things and we’ll rebuild, and we’ll be better than ever. You watch!” 

			She smiled wanly, and leaned her head against his shoulder. She looked up at him and said, “Do you mind this?” He smiled back, and she closed her eyes. In a few minutes he heard her breathing become shallow and regular, and he knew she’d fallen asleep. 

			Over the next few hours they heard occasional movements outside, but when they peeked out the window, it was always more Infected. 

			“Where are these bastards coming from?” Pavlo growled. 

			“It must be the mines,” Irina said. “That’s the only thing to the east.”

			“I can’t believe it’s come to this,” another man said. “I know they were having some problems with this stuff in Norilsk, but I didn’t think it was here. Not like this.” 

			Dmitri leaned over and whispered, “Not just Norilsk. I heard they were having trouble in New Dawn.” 

			A woman whispered back, “I heard they had the whole thing cordoned off. No one in or out.” 

			“When did this happen?”

			“Last night. They’ve been trying to keep it quiet. You know, ‘Go back to bed, comrades. Everything is under control.’”

			New Dawn huge housing project consisted of four ugly Soviet-style apartment buildings to the southwest of the new ore complex, one of several such projects in Talnakh. They were each ten stories tall and painted a faded pastel color. Most of them were also falling apart. They had been built in the 1960s when the first huge nickel ore processing plant was erected “for the glory of the Revolution.” They, and dozens more like them, had turned Talnakh and the nearby city of Norilsk, of which it was technically a part, from a small mining settlement into the second largest city in the world north of the Arctic Circle. Over a hundred and eighty thousand people lived and worked in the two cities, digging nickel, copper, and cobalt out of the earth, refining and converting it to ingots for shipment to the outside world. It had been a dying city at the end of the last century as the world’s appetite for metals slackened, until cell phone manufacturers sent the demand for palladium, a rare metal found here in relative abundance, through the roof. 

			It was one of the most polluted sites on earth. The old Soviet government hadn’t given a damn about pollution. For generations, huge stacks had belched out clouds of smoke full of sulfur dioxide and heavy metals, which killed almost all the vegetation in an area the size of Rhode Island. Great mounds of slag and industrial waste, scrap metal, refuse, old cars and appliances, and rusting machinery littered the landscape. 

			The climate was severe, with winter nights that lasted for three months. The sun set on November 29th, and didn’t rise again until January 13th. For over a month on either side of that, “daytime” was a dim twilight. Temperatures often dipped to eighty degrees below zero, with sixty mile per hour winds. Summer meant a brief spell of decent weather and clouds of voracious mosquitoes. 

			No one came here for the ambiance. 

			Early the following morning they heard intermittent gunfire from far away in the direction of the main complex. It waxed and waned and then died away altogether, and no help came. Around noon the wind shifted and they began smelling smoke, and as the hours passed the smell grew stronger. Finally Golovatyj whispered, “That fire must have reignited, and the wind is pushing it this way. We have to go.” He looked around at the others. “Find weapons. Anything heavy for crushing skulls. We may have to fight our way out of here.”

			They armed themselves as best they could and then snuck out the front door of the machine shop. A few at a time, they ran across the short open space to the nearest structure, one of the large repair sheds.

			Inside, they found an employee break room. A phone hung on the wall here, but it was dead too. The break room was equipped with a large capacity coffee machine, and plenty of coffee in the cabinet. They immediately set it brewing. And there were restrooms, thank God! A vending machine with candy bars, nuts and chips stood against the wall with another containing water and fruit drinks beside it. “Oh my God,” Dmitri said. “I’m in Heaven.” He patted his pockets. “Oh no... I have no money! Does anyone have any change?” 

			Oleg, a tall string bean of a man from Company #1, stepped up with a huge pry bar. “Allow me,” he said. He put the end of the pry bar into the door of the snack machine and thrust it hard. With a snap, the door flew open. He had the drink machine open a few seconds later. “My treat,” he said. They all helped themselves, stuffing their mouths and pockets. 

			When they’d eaten their fill, Golovatyj gathered them together. “Look,” he said. “There’s no one coming for us. I don’t even know if anyone knows we’re here. And we can’t stay. If the wind doesn’t shift again, this whole place will burn to the ground. We’ve got to move.”

			“What about the trucks? Can we get back to them?”

			“Maybe I can sneak over there and have a look. If the trucks are clear, that’ll be our best bet.”

			Natalya spoke up. “I have a better idea.” She was a tall good-looking brunette, a native of Talnakh, with a pair of doves tattooed on her neck. Under her coat, Golovatyj knew, she had tattoo sleeves up both arms. She stood next to a ladder that was bolted to the wall. On the ceiling above it, a trapdoor appeared to provide access to the roof. “If I can get up to the roof, I should be able to make my way across to the other end of the building where I’ll have a view of the trucks.”

			Golovatyj nodded and up she went. 

			In five minutes she came back. “It’s no good,” she said. “There are at least a hundred that I could see. No way we can take on that many.”

			“What are they doing?”

			“I’m not sure. It looks like they’re just standing there watching the warehouse burn. They seem fascinated by the fire, or maybe it’s the movement of the flames. Anyway, unless we can get them to go somewhere else, the trucks are out.” 

			“We’ve got to think of a way to decoy them then. How close can we get to the trucks by the roofs?” 

			“Maybe thirty meters from the nearest truck. There’s a gap of about three meters to the next building. If we could get across that, we’d be less than ten.”

			“There has to be something around here… Maybe a ladder?”

			Five minutes later, they handed an aluminum extension ladder up through the trapdoor and onto the roof. They all walked in a crouch to the edge of the building, careful to stay out of sight of the undead below. Natalya was right. There were easily a hundred of them milling around, mostly watching the flames. The warehouse was fully engulfed again. Its roof and two of its walls had collapsed, and a thick column of smoke swirled around and above it, pushed by a wind from the northeast. Already, a fire had started on the side of the old building next to it. 

			“If that wind doesn’t change, that fire is going to take out this whole area,” Pavlo whispered. 

			“Then it’s a good thing we’re going to be far away,” Golovatyj said. “Maybe it’ll take some of these bastards up with it.” 

			“So what now, boss?”

			“Lay the ladder across to the other building. We’ll use it as bridge.” 

			“What if they spot us?”

			“Well, at least we’re out of reach!”

			They laid the ladder across the gap, and one by one the team danced across it. The clatter and movement drew an instant reaction from the horde. They surged forward and filled the narrow gap between the buildings and milled around with their heads craned up and their mouths gaping open, jaws working. The old buildings were ten feet high, well out of the undeads’ reach, but the sight was horrifying. Golovatyj crossed last. Halfway across he made the mistake of looking down at the nightmarish mass of naked, blood-smeared Infected just a few feet below him, their eyes locked on him, and he missed his step. His foot shot through the gap between rungs and he went down on his face on the ladder. He hit hard on his chin and for a moment his head swam. 

			A half dozen hands grabbed at his foot, and a couple of Infected leaped into the air trying to catch it in their jaws. He kicked the hands away and got his legs back under him and bear-crawled the last few feet to safety. Friendly hands grabbed him and he threw himself down on his back and looked up at the sky, shaken. Natalya knelt next to him and placed her hand on his chest. “You scared us,” she said quietly. 

			“I scared me, too,” he said and got to his feet. 

			“So what now?” 

			He looked around, a plan forming in his head. Unfortunately there was no rooftop trapdoor to gain entrance to the building they were perched on, but no matter. “Oleg! Take your bar and make a hole. We need to get into the building below. And grab that ladder. We’re going to need it.”

			Cutting a hole in a roof to vent a fire was standard practice, and Oleg could have done it in his sleep. The roof’s surface consisted of fine gravel over multiple layers of felt and tar. Working quickly, Oleg had his pry bar under it in a couple of strokes. The others grabbed the edges and peeled it back until they exposed the entire plywood sheet underneath. 

			Oleg worked the claw of his pry bar under the edge of the plywood and slowly levered it up. The rusty old nails let out a piercing squeal as they gave. The crew muscled the plywood away, exposing the roof joists, and under them another layer of plywood that formed the interior’s ceiling.

			“Let me,” Pavlo said. Pavlo was a big man too, almost as big as Golovatyj. Two years ago there’d been an explosion and fire at Smelter #6. Pavlo had thrown an unconscious worker over each shoulder and sprinted with them to safety as though he was carrying bags of groceries. The two injured workers were women, he recalled. After their recovery, they’d been very grateful to Pavlo, and were very expressive in the way they showed it. 

			Now he knelt next to the hole and delivered a few hard kicks to the ceiling plywood, and it gave way on one side, swung down with a loud screech, and then the remaining nails gave out and the whole sheet fell to the floor with a crash. A scurrying noise from below alerted them, and three Infected stepped into the light. 

			“Ladder!” said Golovatyj, and someone slid the ladder into the hole. One of the Infected tried to eat it, biting down hard on a metal rung. “Oleg, give me that pry bar.” 

			“No way, boss. These are mine!” Oleg slid his leg over the ladder, pry bar in hand, and eased a few steps down, until he was just out of their reach. He looked up at the others. “Hold the ladder tight,” he said, and several hands gripped it securely. He wrapped one leg around it and sank down to a crouch, freeing both his hands. He drove the pry bar down into the first Infected’s skull like he was spearing a fish. Its feet staggered and sidestepped, its skull transfixed by the bar. Oleg churned the bar up and down a few times, and the thing dropped to floor. 

			“Got you, you bastard!” he whispered. 

			He switched his attention to the other two and quickly dispatched them. He peered around in the gloomy interior. There were a few windows on the far wall, but most of the building was dim. There was nothing moving that he could see, so he lowered himself to the floor and took a couple tentative steps. “It looks clear,” he said. The rest of the team climbed down. 

			“All right,” Irina said. “The trucks are right outside, but there’s still a huge mob of Infected. I don’t fancy fighting my through them either. So what’s the plan, chief?”

			He sighed heavily and said, “Diversion. We need a diversion to get them as far away as we can. Then we can make a run for the trucks.” He looked around. “Give me that trash can lid.” He picked up a hammer off a tray of tools. “I’m going to make a lot of noise and draw them away.” He started for the ladder.

			Dmitri grabbed him. “Whoa!” he said. “Let’s think this out.”

			Golovatyj shrugged his hand off. “Nothing to think about. I’m going to use the ladder to cross the gap again, go to the far end of the other building and bang on this lid until I have every Infected in the area looking for dinner. Then I’ll run back and we’ll go for the trucks.”

			Natalya answered him. “No, hauling that ladder around is going to make too much noise. You’ll draw half of them back this way.”

			“Do you have a better idea?” he frowned.

			“Yes I do. Give me those and I’ll jump the gap, draw them away, and jump back again. Easy.”

			“I can’t let you do that. It’s too far!”

			She laughed. “My Cossack friend, you were not raised up here, so you do not remember, but I was a champion in track at high school in Talnakh. I hold the district record for women’s long jump: five point two meters. I can jump that gap without breaking my stride. Can you say the same?”

			“Well, probably, but…”

			“No, you can’t. If you’re not trained to jump you have no idea how to do it properly.” She put her hand on his cheek and smiled. “And you’re too handsome to end up as zombie chowder.” There were several catcalls at that, and Pavlo dug his elbow in Golovatyj’s ribs. 

			Pavlo regarded his friend’s bald head, scarred and weathered face, and huge mustache. “She’s got you there, pretty boy.” There were general guffaws. Golovatyj reluctantly surrendered the lid and hammer. 

			Natalya scampered up the ladder, and out of the hole. She looked back down. “Give me about five minutes to get them worked up, and be ready to move when I get back.” She disappeared from sight.

			Golovatyj climbed the ladder after her and stuck his head out. By the time he saw her she was already across the gap and making for the far end of the big machine shop. As he watched she strolled along the edge, banging on the lid and shouting, “Dinner! Dinnertime! Come see what Mother has for you!” After several minutes, she stopped, apparently satisfied. She headed back toward Golovatyj at a run. As she arrived at the gap, she planted her foot on the edge and leapt, her arms out at her side. Her grace took his breath away. She made it easily and came down running. He slid down the ladder ahead of her, and when she landed on the floor, she spun around and planted a quick kiss on his lips. 

			“What was that for?” he smiled. 

			“If you have to ask, you’re as dumb as you are big,” she answered. 

			The team gathered around the door, weapons in hand. Pavlo opened it a crack. “Damn! There’s still at least thirty of them.” 

			Golovatyj shrugged. “We have to go through them. Remember, not a sound.” He looked around. “Ready?”

			



	

CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia

			May 4th

			Eric Hestrup, the Assistant Director in charge of the CIA’s Korean Mission Center, sat at his desk, a stack of report summaries in his hand. They were mostly intel from radio intercepts and phone conversations picked up from the Chinese side of the Korean border. Human intelligence in the Hermit Kingdom was normally scarce to none, and it was even worse now that they had expelled all foreigners. Even the Chinese got the heave-ho, something that had never happened before. 

			A series of heavy spring storms had been rolling across the Korean Peninsula for a week now, preventing their satellites from getting so much as a peek. A high-pressure area easing down out of Mongolia indicated they’d soon experience several days of crisp clear weather. Can’t come too soon, he thought.

			The CIA created the Korean Mission Center in 2017 to help in the new round of negotiations over the Nork’s acquisition of nuclear weapons. The new president intended to get them to cash in their nukes in return for security guarantees and economic assistance. Never happen, Hestrup thought. The current leader’s old man had starved an entire generation of his people to death getting those nuclear warheads. No way the kid was going to give them up. Still, ours not to reason why…

			His First Assistant, Janet Gustaphsen, stuck her head in his office. Janet was a brilliant, fox-faced woman with a keen instinct for digging nuggets of gold out of mountains of trash. “Knock knock,” she said.

			He waved her in. “Going over the latest summaries. Anything new?”

			“Clearing up at the Chinese border. Finally got a satellite feed going.” She stuck her head back out the door and addressed the admin at the desk in the outer chamber. “Bruce, bring up Number Three Feed please.” A huge monitor came to life on the wall opposite Hestrup’s desk, an 85” Samsung QLED 8K, that cost about the same as a small car. The detail was unbelievably crisp and clear. 

			She picked up a remote from his desk, pressed a button and the image began to move. It was shot from about a 45-degree angle and showed what appeared to be a small village of about ten buildings. “This is Sangjung. It’s a little wide spot in the road about five miles from Tongrim, by the Chinese border. It was shot about…” she checked her watch, “thirty-seven minutes ago. Watch.” 

			Three military trucks and a jeep pulled into the village from the top of the screen. A dozen soldiers poured out of two of the trucks and formed a half-circle perimeter around the village. An officer disembarked from the jeep and strode to the middle of the cluster of shabby buildings. From his posture he appeared to be shouting orders. People poured out of all the buildings into the open. Within a minute there were about eighty people, adults and children, in three rows facing him. 

			“Which bird is this?” 

			“One of Lockheed’s 71 series.” The new Lockheed Martin NROL-71 satellites utilized a 2.4-meter optical mirror, the same size as on the Hubble Telescope. The video appeared to have been taken with a high-resolution camera from about two hundred feet in the air, instead of the satellite’s two hundred kilometer orbit. The detail was so sharp you could clearly see the color of the stripes on the officer’s epaulets.

			At a command from the officer all the people held out their hands, palms up, even the children and toddlers. He walked down the line, inspecting each pair of hands. When he was almost at the end of the first row, he stepped back, drew his sidearm out of his holster and shot a woman in the head. She dropped to the ground. No one moved. Soldiers came running over, bayonets fixed on the end of their weapons. Six people near the fallen woman were separated from the rest at gunpoint and herded toward the trucks. 

			“Life and death in the Hidden Kingdom,” Hestrup muttered. 

			The video continued for another three minutes. Four more people were shot, including two children who couldn’t have been more than ten years old. Twenty or more people were pulled out of the crowd. When the inspection ended, all of them were herded to the third truck and loaded aboard. The officer went back to his jeep, the soldiers mounted their trucks, and the four vehicles drove away. The entire operation had taken about five minutes. 

			“Do we know where those people are being taken?” Hestrup asked.

			“Not yet. But wherever it is I know I wouldn’t want to go there.” 

			



	

McGuire Air Force Base, New Jersey

			May 9th

			Karen Hanrahan stood gripping the chain link that formed her cell. It was more like a cage than a cell, really. The floor here was concrete and the cage’s walls and ceiling were all made of chain link fencing. The only items in the cell were a cot without a blanket and a five-gallon bucket with a few inches of a dark blue-green liquid in the bottom, which for the last three days had served as her toilet. Around her in the vast space of the otherwise empty hangar were hundreds of other cages containing hundreds of other people, one to a cage. 

			The fencing allowed her a view of many of them. There were all types of people of all ages, from the elderly to little children who cried almost all the time, although these were rare, since most children didn’t survive their first contact with the Infected. Because everyone used a bucket for a toilet, the entire hangar stank of urine, feces and chemicals. Underneath it all hung a sour funky smell, tinged with vinegar. 

			She could hear a constant murmuring of conversation from the cages around her, punctuated by shouting and sometimes by screaming. A woman two rows away sobbed hysterically and cried for someone named Justin, over and over. A man who had been brought in recently demanded a lawyer in a loud imperious voice, as though he was accustomed to being obeyed. Lots of people did that at first, but of course no lawyers ever came here. Most people sat quietly on their cots, or laid on them and stared at the hangar’s ceiling, high above them. 

			The cage next to her sat empty for the moment. When she first arrived it was occupied by a small black man who said his name was Deuce. She tried to talk to him, and at first they conversed a little, but his remarks were rambling and disjointed and soon made no sense at all. He had turned a few minutes later, tearing off his clothing and shaking the walls of his cage trying to get at the people in the cages around him. Soon several men came. They all wore helmets with dark visors and black suits that were made of some kind of woven plastic material like the stuff they made soft-side luggage out of. Under their visors they wore something that looked like a futuristic gas mask. No skin showed anywhere on their bodies. 

			All three of the men wore black guns in holsters around their waists, like policeman, and also wore bright yellow guns of some kind that she thought might be Tasers. Two of them carried black military-looking shotguns, ugly things, not like the beautiful wooden ones her father used to have for duck hunting. 

			The third man carried a device with an orange handle and a long orange rod sticking out of it that ended in two tines, like a large fork. As soon as they got near Deuce’s cage, he grabbed the fencing in both hands and flattened himself against it, his mouth pressed against one of the open diamonds formed by the fencing. It looked like he was trying to fit his mouth through the gap so he could bite them.

			The man with the fork thing touched the tines to Deuce’s rib cage and there was a sharp crackling noise, and he flew back as if he’d been punched. His whole body seized with several violent convulsions and then he lay still. He ended up on the floor in an oddly contorted position, his body seeming to curve itself around the spot where he’d been touched. 

			“Hit him again,” one of the men said. The man with the orange thing, which Karen now figured was some kind of cattle prod, knelt down and stuck it through the fencing and touched the bottom of Deuce’s foot. It crackled again, but this time Deuce didn’t move. The man straightened up and they all walked away, ignoring Karen in spite of her attempts to talk to them. 

			Pretty soon two large men in the same kind of suits but without any shotguns or cattle prods came by, wheeling a gurney. One of the men pulled out his Taser, and opened the door to Deuce’s cage and kicked Deuce in the foot. When he didn’t react, they wheeled in the gurney, collapsed it onto the floor next to Deuce, rolled him onto it, raised it again, and wheeled him out of the cage. She had insisted and then begged that she be allowed to speak with someone in charge, but they ignored her, not so much as even making eye contact. 

			After that there was nice young lady named Taffy who said she was from Scarsdale. She and Taffy were able to talk some, though Taffy mostly laid on her cot and wept. Taffy disappeared during the night while Karen slept. 

			Three days earlier Karen had been sitting at her desk at the Wilmer Bank in midtown Manhattan, where she served as the branch manager. Her secretary, a complete nitwit named Marnie, had walked into her office and handed her a folder. As Karen reached out for it, Marnie glanced at her hand and then stopped, backed up, and retreated from her office, closing the door behind her. Karen watched, puzzled, as she hurried straight to the security guard. She saw Marnie talking animatedly to the guard, who grabbed her by the upper arm and asked her a question, an intent look on his face. Marnie nodded vigorously in response. He turned and said something to one of the personal bankers at her desk nearby, who immediately picked up her phone. 

			He approached Karen’s office with a large set of keys in his hand and immediately locked Karen’s door from the outside. She watched him with a puzzled frown on her face. She raised her voice to be heard through the glass. “Mr. Dewey, what exactly do you think you’re doing?” Dewey, an ex-cop in his sixties, had always struck her as a reliable, if a bit dull, sort of person. “Please unlock that door immediately.” She began to rise from her chair. 

			“Sit down!” he yelled. 

			“Really, Mr. Dewey, I—”

			“Sit down or I’ll shoot!” and suddenly he had his gun is his hands, pointed straight at her face. She sat down, shocked and perplexed.

			“What’s this about? I don’t see—”

			“Your hands, ma’am. Show me your hands!” She looked down at her hands, and to her horror she saw a faint but unmistakable tint of blue under the skin of her fingertips and in the lines on her palms. She quickly tucked her hands out of sight in her lap.

			“There’s nothing wrong with my hands,” she insisted. “Now quit all this foolishness right now!” But Dewey refused to comply and the gun never left her face. 

			Less than ten minutes later, the bank lobby filled with police, all wearing breathing masks and white rubber gloves. A short heavyset policewoman came to her door, backed by several other men and women in uniform. They all had their guns drawn.

			“Ma’am,” she said in a calm but commanding voice, “I want you to put your hands out in front of you, palms up where I can see them, and approach the door.” Karen hesitated and the calm part left the woman’s voice. “Do it now!”

			Karen moved as ordered toward the door with her hands in front of her. “Listen,” she said, “I’m sure this is just a mistake. I was reading a magazine earlier. This is probably just ink that—”

			“That’s far enough, ma’am. Now I want you to turn around and walk back to your desk, keeping your hands where I can see them. Now I want you to lay your chest flat on the desk and keep your feet on the floor. That’s fine, ma’am. Now place your hands behind your head with your fingers intertwined, and spread your feet apart. Farther. That’s good.

			“Now, ma’am, these officers and I are going to enter the room. If you move from that position, even slightly, you’ll be shot. Do you understand me, ma’am?”

			Karen said weakly, “Yes I understand, but really, if I could talk to your supervisor I’m sure…” Her voice cracked. 

			She could hear the door open and people moving around behind her. “Now we’re going to take your hands from behind your head, one at a time. If you resist in any way, you’ll be shot. Do you understand me, ma’am?’

			Karen could feel tears welling in her eyes. “Yes. Yes, I do.” 

			Hands grabbed her forearms and brought them down behind her. She felt something binding her wrists together and it tightened with a zip and bit into her flesh. “Ow! That hurts!” she said through her tears. 

			“Ma’am, we’re going to stand you up now.” Hands grabbed her upper arms and stood her up. The next thing she knew, someone had slipped something over her head and tightened it under her chin. It smelled like an old pillowcase, but she couldn’t see through it. Helpless, she allowed herself to be marched out the door. Outside she felt herself being lifted. Someone said, “Up you go,” and then more hands grabbed her and forced her onto a hard bench. She could hear the doors close and they began to move.

			“Excuse me,” she spoke up, trying to make her trembling voice sound firm, “I demand to speak to your supervisor—”

			She heard a muffled voice say, “Shut up, lady!” and someone kicked her quite hard in the shin.

			So now she found herself in this awful place, gripping her cage as though she was drowning. She felt dirty and tired, and her head ached, and she felt itchy all over. Some men walked by, two of them in black… stuff, and two more in things that looked like people might wear… somewhere. She couldn’t think where. 

			“Supervisor!” she shrieked, rattling her cage. “I demand to speak to your supervisor!” 

			At least, that’s what she thought she said. A string of garbled syllables and grunts came out instead.

			One of the men in hazmat gear glanced in her direction. “Sounds like this one doesn’t have long to go,” he said, and kept walking. 

			



	

Chicago, Illinois

			May 12th

			Jack Booth adjusted his big Sony X400 ENG camcorder on his shoulder and peered at the sky overhead. Dark angry clouds boiled above the Dirksen Federal Building across the street, looking as if they could open up in a deluge at any moment. C’mon, a few more minutes, he thought. They had some great tape already. He gave it an even chance to be picked up by the wires for the late news. 

			After the Makoko video Jack and his producer, Rudy, became media stars for about fifteen minutes, even doing a couple of the morning talk shows in the US. They’d both received a nice fat bonus, and Reuters gave them their choice of their next assignment. Jack requested Chicago if they had anything there, because he really wanted to spend some time with his family. Rudy decided he was up for some deep-dish pizza, so they went as a team. 

			In front of him his friend and sometimes lover Anita Reyes, who replaced the late Trevor as their on-air talent, was conducting an interview with one of the demonstrators. The woman was in her early twenties, with a shock of pink hair and studs through her eyebrows and one nostril. She bobbed and gesticulated wildly as she talked, making it hard for him to keep her centered in frame. Her shrill and insistent voice grated on Jack’s nerves. 

			“This is another unlawful move by this fascist government, you know?” she was saying. “I mean, what about rights? What about personal liberty? How much more of our human dignity are they going to take away?”

			Behind her on a hastily erected platform in Federal Plaza, a woman Jack didn’t recognize but who played a character on a popular streaming drama shouted into a bullhorn, leading the huge crowd in a chant. “Humanity! Humanity! Can Never Be Denied!” over and over again. The crowd, which had already closed Dearborn, threatened to spill out onto Adams. Dozens of Chicago cops manned barricades along the sidewalk and across the end of Dearborn, hoping to allow traffic on Adams to keep moving, but it looked like they were losing the battle as the crowd swelled in size. 

			Most of the demonstrators looked young and hip. Tattooed and wearing expensive clothes made to look worn, the youths held signs that read things like “Hospitals not Jail Cells!” and “Fear Will Not Solve Anything!” and “Science Not Violense!” Jack smiled at the misspelling. About a third of them wore face masks, he noticed. Jack glanced at the police at the other end of the block. Almost all of them were masked. Jack wore one too, but not Anita. She’d taken it off while interviewing people. Jack didn’t like that, but focus groups had found that people strongly preferred not to see on-air talent wearing masks. It made them “uncomfortable.” Kind of like porn stars wearing condoms, Jack thought. 

			The actress on the platform had ended the chant, and now harangued the crowd. “My aunt! They took her! They took my aunt and nobody knows where!” The crowd roared its disapproval. “They said that she was Infected but we never saw any proof,” she yelled. “They grabbed her right off the street!” Her voice shook with indignation. “They’re disappearing people! They’re disappearing people just like the juntas did in Central America!” The crowd responded again, but this time a little less enthusiastically. Jack suspected a lot of them didn’t know what a junta was. 

			The girl with the pink hair disappeared back into the crowd. Anita looked at him over her shoulder and pointed, “This guy! This guy here!” She stepped up to a man in a green jacket with a long hipster beard. “Sir? Excuse me, sir, can I speak to you for a moment?’ 

			The man turned and eyed her and the camera. “Sure, I guess.” 

			“Sir, what do you think of the way the Infected are being treated?” 

			“I don’t know, it doesn’t seem right, I guess. I mean, all these people are hauled away and their families don’t even get to visit them? Then when they die, the families don’t get them back to bury? I don’t know, I don’t think that’s fair. I mean, why aren’t they in a hospital or something?” 

			Anita pressed him, “Sir, what do you say to people who say that this T.S. parasite is one hundred percent fatal, and we can’t risk having hundreds of people turn when they’re in a hospital?”

			“I understand that, I guess. It just doesn’t seem fair.” A big raindrop splattered on the man’s forehead and a couple more hit his cheek and suddenly it was raining hard all over the plaza. People shrieked and laughed and ran for shelter. Jack snatched a nylon cover out of his coat and quickly wrapped it around the camera, and then turned to follow Anita as she sprinted to their nearby news van and dove inside. Their producer, Rudy, sat at his console and gave them both a thumbs up as the driver up front put the van into gear and pulled away from the curb. 

			Anita raised her hands and exclaimed, “Oh, shoot. My hair! I’m soaked!” 

			Jack laughed and handed her a towel. “You still look terrific,” he said. She did look great. Beautiful, in fact. She’d been born in Colombia, and came up here with her parents when she was a little kid. In her teens she started modeling. She’d found it boring and hated all the pressure and the infighting, so she’d quit and gone to Valparaiso and majored in meteorology. She’d wanted to do the weather, but when she graduated, aspiring meteorologists greatly outnumbered on-air job vacancies. She’d applied to WGN, the local Chicago independent and they let her come in for an interview even though they really weren’t looking. The news director had seen her tape and liked her spark and her bright intelligent smile and offered her a job as a street reporter.

			She stood out quickly, and producers at Reuters, with whom WGN had a long-established relationship, were quick to poach her. Now she’d come full circle, back to her home town, but now as a serious foreign correspondent instead of Wanda the Weather-girl, as she liked to say. 

			Jack looked out the back window of the van and could see people running away from the demonstration in small groups, their coats and jackets pulled up over their heads. “I don’t get it.” Jack shook his head. “What’s the alternative? Do people think they can sit around their loved ones and hold their hands while they turn? And then what? Have kill squads standing by so they can rush in and zap them right in front of their families?”

			Anita sighed, “Honestly, I think a lot of people don’t understand. Nobody’s showing them the real videos, the ones we see. It’s like they think when people turn, it only puts victims in a bad mood and they run around naked.” Working at the station, they got to see the worst of it, the people being torn apart, the Infected covered in blood and gore. In his younger days, Jack had seen the aftermath of half a dozen firefights and bombings, but the footage they were getting was as bad as anything he’d ever seen. 

			However, the public only got a PG version of the crisis. The old TV news adage had it, “If it bleeds, it leads,” but that wasn’t really true. In the US, TV news almost never showed blood. After a terrorist bombing, people in Europe saw mangled bodies and blood-stained streets, but over here all they saw were ruined store fronts and burning cars, and maybe a guy getting his head bandaged. 

			Starting from when the Tawada-Soseki parasite, as the government now called it, or Bluescale as Jack still thought of it, first hit the Far East, everything had been sanitized. Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and the other big social media outlets quickly moved to ban the gore and carnage. People still talked about it constantly, of course. The cable news programs hardly talked about anything else. But actual gut-wrenching footage was another thing entirely. 

			“I think when more people turn, when people start actually seeing them attack, a lot of this will go away,” Jack said. 

			“Do you think it will come to that?”

			He nodded. “I do. There are more people coming down with it every day. It’s already starting to strain the ability of the government to keep up with it. And look at the infection rates. Right now we’re looking at about one case in a hundred thousand in the US. In Japan and Korea they’re looking at rates as high as one in a hundred. Japan has had over a million cases!”

			Jack had closely followed the latest updates on the spread of the parasite. One of the odd things about the infections were how they seemed to cluster. Secondary infections, where people had caught the infection through a bite, were often found together. But primary infections were also clustered. Across the Far East, Russia and South Asia there were towns and districts where dozens or even hundreds of people were found to have succumbed at about the same time, all turning within hours or even minutes of each other, and then smashing like a wave into surrounding communities. In Christchurch in New Zealand, one upscale residential neighborhood had over a thousand people turn in about an hour, most of whom had shown no symptoms a few hours before. Experts on the news programs had suggested that this might be explained by the vagaries of wind and weather. Meteorologists were brought in to explain how shifting and swirling wind might cause the spores to be concentrated at rates hundreds or thousands of times higher than in other areas a few miles away. 

			No one knew for sure, but common sense and expert speculation both seemed to indicate that the speed with which people became symptomatic after exposure to the spores probably depended on the number of spores inhaled. Certainly a bite, which transferred millions of the spore-like cells from the Infecteds’ mouths, seemed to supercharge the process, causing people to turn within hours or minutes, not days. Experts assumed that the people whose conversions were quickest after a bite might already have been infected but not showing symptoms yet. There was still so much they didn’t know.

			While in Chicago, like other Reuters crews they usually operated out of WGN’s studios on the North Side, where they had all the best equipment for satellite uplinks and data compression. By the time they reached WGN, Rudy had already uploaded all their interviews and b-roll to the editors. Jack secured his camera in the equipment room and then he and Anita headed upstairs. In the hallway they ran into the news director and one of the anchors in conversation. “I’m telling you, Gene,” the anchor was saying, “If the shit hits the fan in this city, I’m grabbing Connie and the kids and heading for my place on Kentucky Lake. We’ll ride it out there. This city could be a war zone by fall.” 

			Anita grabbed Jack’s hand. “How about you, Jack. Are you going to take off if it gets bad?”

			He sighed. “I don’t know. My family has contingency plans. You know my Uncle Owen. He may be old but he’s still one of the toughest bastards I’ve ever met. When he says it’s time to go, I’ll really have to think about it. But you know, I want to stay here as long as I can. People are going to need us, need the news, more and more the worse it gets. It just feels like that’s important. Maybe it sounds corny, but that’s how I feel.” 

			She smiled at him. “How’d you like to cook me dinner tonight? Your place?” 



	

Eighty Mile Beach, Australia

			May 14th

			Jerry “Jocko” Wilson sat up in his sleeping bag and stretched, scratched himself, and then walked over to a nearby clump of beach grass to piss. As he stood he watched a huge flock of wading birds rise up from the ocean’s edge and take to the sky. Must be thousands of ‘em, he thought. Curlews, maybe. He had no particular interested in birds himself.

			When he finished, he stepped over to his old 4WD Toyota troopy, reached into the open passenger side window, grabbed himself a bottle of water and a couple protein bars and leaned against the vehicle to eat. The sea was calm today, he saw, the low waves rolling in gently in an endless succession. “Sissy waves,” he said to himself. “Not even worth gettin’ a board wet.” As a teenager growing up near Perth, he and his buddies had been surf rats, spending all their free time surfing off Trigg Point and Perth’s other surf meccas, and then as they got older, traveling up and down the Australian West Coast to catch the best water. 

			Then came Nancy, and later the kids, and Jocko had taken a job a hundred miles inland driving for Nancy’s dad, a propane distributor. Now he only surfed a few times a year. He didn’t regret it because he’d developed other interests. 

			He walked to the back of the troopy and checked to see that the battered Airstream trailer was still properly hitched. It was all exactly as he’d left it the night before, of course, but he was a careful man. He rolled up his sleeping bag and stowed it in the back of the Toyota, and then picked up the plastic ground cloth he’d laid out the night before, shook as much of the fine white sand as he could off of it, folded it up and laid it next to the bag. He got in and fired up the car, and automatically checked the gas gauge. The tank was full, the needle squarely on the F. 

			Last night he’d pulled off the road a half mile from the lone gas station for miles and sat and waited in the darkness. Finally at 2:00 a.m. he got out of his car and peered into the night as far as he could see, both to the north and the south. When he was as confident as he could be that no other vehicles were coming, he drove to the brightly lit station and pulled up to one of the two pumps. He started the gas flowing into his tank and went inside. 

			He nodded at the young clerk behind the counter, a skinny kid with a high and tight haircut and tattoos on both arms. The younger man reminded him of himself at that age. He grabbed a six pack of water out of the cooler and a bag of crisps and set them on the counter. “How long d’you reckon it is to Willare?” he asked. 

			The kid looked at the dusty caravan he was pulling and said, “With that rig? Maybe four and a half or five hours. Road’s good most of the way. They had some washouts up north, but I hear they’re all fixed.” He paid for the water and the crisps and went outside to the pump. A huge shadow flitted over him and he ducked reflexively. He looked up to see two large moths, each of their wings the size of one of his hands, flitting around the lights above him, casting giant shadows. 

			The pump finally made a clunking sound and the numbers on the pump quit spinning. He opened the back of the Toyota and pulled out four dark green five-gallon jerry cans, set them on the ground and filled each one. When they were safely stowed, he fired up his troopy and pulled back out onto the highway. He drove a few miles until he found a turnoff onto the beach he remembered from his surfing days, where he pulled off and went to sleep on the sand, far from prying eyes. It wouldn’t do to have anyone look too closely. 

			He steered the car and the trailer back out onto the highway and headed north. It was a beautiful day, with a brilliant sky the color of a piece of turquoise. On one side of the road the sea stretched toward the horizon in shades of blue and green. On the other side, the land was dead flat, sandy red soil covered in chest high scrub as far as the eye could see. After a while the road turned away from the sea and headed northeast. Clumps of trees turned into forests and soon greenery decorated either side of the road, nourished by the recently ended rainy season. 

			About four hours into the drive he decided he needed to piss again, so he watched for a turnoff. Presently he came across a dirt road that angled south. He drove down it a hundred yards or so until he was sure he was out of sight of the main road and pulled over. 

			After he finished relieving himself, he walked back to the Airstream and peeked in the window. The girl was still there just as he’d left her, sitting on the hide-away sofa. She was fourteen years old and totally nude except for the bag he’d placed over her head. Her hands were tied tightly together and hung from a heavy hook that Jocko had fixed on the wall above her. He looked down at her body, at her budding breasts and long coltish legs and shook his head. He looked around him, and back toward the highway. Not now, he thought. Not here.

			A half hour later he passed the truck stop. He had hoped it would be empty, but there were a half a dozen vehicles parked in various patches of shade around the dusty orange clay parking lot and a couple cars pulled up at the pumps, so he kept driving. He still had a quarter of a tank left, plus the cans, so he figured it would be okay. 

			Soon the sound of his wheels on the pavement changed in pitch as he crossed the long bridge over the Fitzroy River. He pulled some beef jerky out of a bag and chewed on it as he drove, washing it down with bottled water that was now lukewarm. About twenty minutes past the river, he spotted what he’d been looking for. A two-lane paved road turned off the highway to the south. A green sign on a post at the turnoff said “Looma CPA.” He turned off the highway, his tires crunching on the gravel, and headed through the trees.

			He drove south past the turnoff to Looma, and the road changed to gravel. Farther along, he crossed the Fitzroy River again on a rickety bridge. He past the cluster of buildings at Myroodah Station and the road got rougher. The gravel ended, and the road, what was left of it, was the same orange color as all the dirt around it. After a while he got out and poured two of the jerry cans of gasoline into his tank and started up again. The road wasn’t really a road anymore, It was hardly more than track through the clay and brush in the vast desert. In the distance he could see the jagged tops of the St George’s Range. South of here, for a thousand miles, there was nothing but rocks and scrub. The perfect place. 

			He bumped along for over an hour until the road had nearly played out and he figured he’d gone far enough. He started scanning the brush on either side of the track until he found what he was looking for, a log in a clearing that spread out along one side of the track. That’ll do, he thought. He turned the wheel and drove carefully through the brush, circling around until he was back on the trail and pointed north. 

			He got out of the Ranger and went back and unlocked the Airstream. The girl inside reacted immediately, kicking her legs out and straining at her bonds. Approaching her carefully, he picked up a rope that lay on the counter nearby, a short length with a big loop at either end, and draped one loop over her head so it slid down until it rested on her shoulders. He grabbed the catch pole leaning in the corner and slipped the noose around her neck. She began jerking her body around and thrashing her legs. “You need to be a good girl, now,” he said. “None of that.” 

			He wedged the pole tightly under his left arm and held it in an iron grip with his left hand. He took a knife from a sheath on his belt and cut the rope on her hands where it hung over the hook. The moment her hands came free, she went wild, kicking and lurching and clutching at the catch pole. He held on tight and then said, “Come on, love. We’re going for a little walk.” He used the catch pole to steer her out the door of the trailer and over to the log. He grabbed the other end of the rope hanging loose from her neck and draped the loop over a thick branch that stuck straight up off the log. The girl fought and thrashed the entire time. 

			He reached out and snatched the bag off her head. 

			Her eyes fixed on him and her mouth opened in a hungry grimace, her teeth bared. She tried to snap at him, at the pole, at the air around her. Tears welled up in his eyes. “Shh, shh,” he said. “You’ll be okay here, love. There’s lizards and things to eat, and there’s no one around for miles and miles for you to hurt.” His heart broke once again as he looked at the thing that had once been his daughter. “I know we was supposed to take you in and all, but they’d have killed you. And we just couldn’t do it, your mum and me.” His body ached with the need to take her in his arms, to pick her up and hug her like he had done a thousand times since the day she was born. “You’ll get out of this soon enough, I reckon. Everything’s real loose. Shouldn’t take you long at all, clever girl like you, and then you’ll be free.

			“You know I love you with all my heart, baby girl. And I always will.” The tears streamed down his cheeks as he loosened the catch pole noose and flipped if off her neck, threw the pole to the ground and ran for his car. She leapt after him but was yanked back by the short rope and fell to the ground. 

			He jumped into the Ranger, threw it in gear, and stomped on the accelerator. Clouds of dust flew up behind him. They hung in the air momentarily, and then a breeze blew past and they were gone. 



	

Yaizu, Japan

			May 17th

			The bell rang announcing the end of the school day, and Mitsuyo Murata, aged twelve, quietly closed her book and put it in her desk. Like all of students in the room, she wore a face mask. Hers was green and printed with bright yellow flowers. All the children wore uniforms; the boys in white shirts and navy-blue ties, and the girls in navy blue dresses with large white collars that made them look like sailors. 

			Along with the 32 other children in her class, she stood next to her desk and bowed deeply to the teacher at the front of the room. “Good day, sensei!” they all said together. The teacher bowed back and said “Good day, children,” and the class exploded in a cacophony of chatter and laughter. She grabbed her heavy book bag from behind her desk and headed toward the door, falling in step with her best friend Hiromi. She had finally talked to that dreamy new boy, Takeo, at lunch today (he is so cute!!!) and Hiromi teased her relentlessly. “Maybe you’ll get married and have his babies!” she giggled. Mitsuyo stuck out her tongue and they both fell together laughing. 

			When they reached the vice principal’s office she stopped at the end of a line of students and smiled at Hiromi. “Wait for me outside okay?” Her friend nodded and scampered off to join a group of giggling girls who were heading out the front door. Mitsuyo dropped her book bag on the hallway floor and got in line. 

			There were eight other students in line and they were all taller than she. Mitsuyo felt tiny and childlike among them. Barely five feet tall at twelve years old, she had a round face with shoulder length hair and bangs cut straight across her forehead. She was shy around adults and tended to cover her mouth when she laughed; a bicuspid grew out from way too high on her gums and stuck out crookedly, and she was very self-conscious about it. Her mother assured her it would settle into its proper place as she grew, but she still cringed every time she looked in the mirror. 

			Mitsuyo was the only seventh grader in line; the rest were in eighth and ninth. Some of the older boys had already gone through growth spurts and were nearly as tall as adults. They were mostly her friends, except for that horrible Katsuo Kanehara, a handsome ninth grader who apparently thought he was God’s gift to women and seemed far too stuck up to talk to Mitsuyo, who would never talk to him, even though he was very good looking. 

			Young and small as she may be, she still outranked them all. 

			When her turn came, the vice principal smiled at her and handed her a long sword in a lacquered scabbard and a cloth belt folded neatly, bowing as he did. She accepted the items in her outstretched hands and returned the bow. The sword’s name was Willow Leaf and had been in her family for two hundred and fifty years. 

			When the US forces occupied Japan at the end of World War II, they had been concerned about the safety of the GIs in a country with millions of swords, so they had ordered them to be collected and destroyed. Most Japanese dutifully turned over treasured family heirlooms and many wept as they watched truckload after truckload dumped into Tokyo Bay. But her great grandfather had taken his best swords and hidden them. When the Occupation officially ended in 1952, swords slowly reappeared. 

			Mitsuyo wrapped her belt twice around her waist and tied it in front. Then she slid the scabbard partway into the belt so that the end of the sword’s handle lined up with the midline of her body. Her practiced fingers found the cords hanging in a loop from the scabbard and without looking she tied them in the intricate series of loops that would hold the sword in place. 

			The rest of the students stood waiting for her to finish. She led them out of the front door and onto the school’s lush green lawn. There was no laughing or chatter as they all took their places in two lines facing her. At an unspoken signal, they all bowed deeply and she bowed back. Then her sword flashed out of its sheath and she led them in an intricate kata, their swords all slashing and thrusting in unison. 

			A photo of the exercise would soon be displayed across the internet. A student had crouched on one knee and captured a shot of Mitsuyo, left hand clutching the scabbard where it passed under her belt, right hand thrusting the sword forward, its blade perfectly parallel to the ground. Behind rose Mt Fuji, the snow gleaming on its peak. Titled the picture “The Spirit of Bushido.” 

			Students packed the lawn around them, watching the exercise. When it finished, the others all bowed to her again, and then they broke up in groups of two or three and went back into the school to retrieve their book bags. The swords stayed at their sides. 

			The ownership of guns is generally forbidden to ordinary citizens in Japan, but the ownership of swords is not. With the devastating appearance of the Tawada-Soseki parasite, interest in the martial arts had soared, especially kendo, a traditional sword fighting discipline. Mitsuyo had studied a related art, Itto-Ryu, since she had been old enough to hold a sword. Her father owned a kendo dojo and was a grandmaster at both kendo and Itto-Ryu, as was her grandfather and her great grandfather. The Murata clan had been sword masters longer than anyone could remember. Some of her ancestors had even been sensei to Shoguns. Like all devotees of Itto-Ryu, Mitsuyo spent countless hours practicing her sword strokes on thick stalks of bamboo, which were said to have the same consistency as human bone. 

			Now her father’s school was full. He had even begun to add extra classes to keep up with the demand. 

			Japanese authorities had made it legal for anyone over 18 to carry a sword in public. Children under 18 could only carry if they had achieved the first dan, or level, in one of the sword arts. Itto-Ryu did not recognize age in awarding dan. It held children to the same rigorous standards as an adult. Mitsuyo was one of only a few students her age in the entire country to have achieved the fourth dan in Itto-Ryu, which qualified her as a sensei, or instructor. With the police and the National Defense Force spread thin, martial arts experts, even young ones like Mitsuyo and her fellow acolytes, were considered an extra line of defense. 

			Although Japan had one of the world’s highest infection rates, the ratio of primary to secondary infections was one of the lowest. The Japanese people were imbued with a deep sense of duty and obligation toward the country and the rest of Japanese society. When a family member displayed the early signs of infection, the entire family would escort their loved one to the nearest collection center. There would be hugs and tears, and the stricken loved one would usually enter the center carrying a stack of white boxes tied with string, each containing a special dish or treat to be eaten while in isolation. The isolation centers were very much like the American ones; large spaces filled with chain link fencing, but here, at least each cot had a blanket, with soothing music piped in. 

			When Mitsuyo rejoined her friends, book bag over her shoulder, she became once again a happy chattering twelve-year-old, albeit one with a sword at her side. Together they began the long walk home. There are very few school buses in Japan. Japanese students, even very young ones, take public transportation or simply walk. Japanese children, from an early age, are taught to be self-sufficient.  

			They decided to take the longer way home, which took them along the harbor. 

			Yaizu was a fishing port, with processing plants that handled thousands of tons of fish every year. Mitsuyo loved the waterfront, loved seeing the fishing fleet roll in and out. She liked all the sounds; the boat horns, the slam of the heavy equipment and the screeching cries of the clouds of seagulls. Her father used to take her fishing here when she was little. It always brought back happy memories. 

			“Look!” Hiromi grabbed her arm and pointed. “Something’s not right!”  A big trawler churned toward the wharf at a sharp angle, clearly out of control. Fisherman on the wharf grabbed their long poles and buckets and raced away to avoid the inevitable collision. 

			With a deafening screech of metal on concrete the ship struck the wharf and skidded along its side. It finally came to a stop when it hit a protruding pier, its bow rising as its rapidly turning propellers tried to force it up onto the concrete. 

			There was a sudden flurry of activity on the deck. “Infected!” someone screamed, and her friends all ran off as dozens of naked Infected jumped or fell from the ship. Some landed in the water, but most thudded to the concrete wharf below. 

			A security camera on a processing plant nearby captured what happened next. Mitsuyo could be seen calmly setting her bag on the ground and shouting to gain their attention. She advanced a few steps toward them and set herself with her right foot slightly forward, and her right hand gripping the handle of her sword, still in it’s sheath. As the first three Infected approached, jaws open and teeth bared, her right foot slid out and her blade flashed in a sweeping arc, decapitating the nearest one. She pirouetted and her blade slashed cleanly through the neck of the second one and then she thrust her sword up into the throat of the third in a move that was almost identical to the pose in the photo that was soon to become briefly famous. 

			The next Infected to reach her was much taller than she was, so she ducked and sliced through the tendons behind its knee. She spun around and beheaded it as it stumbled past her. After that she became almost a blur, spinning, sidestepping, slashing and thrusting until two dozen or more bodies lay around her and nothing else moved. She stepped back to survey the carnage, a look of quiet satisfaction on her face. She flicked her sword toward the ground and then grabbed it in a pinch of the cloth of her skirt. She slowly drew the blade through the cloth, cleaning it of impurities, and returned it to its sheath. 

			Moments later you could see people rushing in from the sides of the video, surrounding her. A huge dockworker picked her up and placed her on his shoulder, and many of the people in the crowd reached out just to touch her, their faces wreathed in smiles.

			Two days later, the Imperial Palace posted a pair of pictures. In the first one Mitsuyo could be seen dressed in her school uniform, her sword at her side, walking alongside the Emperor in a beautiful garden. In the next, the Emperor is bowing to her and presenting her with a spectacular chrysanthemum. Her face is beaming with a brilliant smile, her crooked tooth forgotten. 



	

South Elgin, Illinois

			May 18th

			The old man ripped open the box with the Amazon logo, pulled out the packing material and began lining up plastic jars on the kitchen table. There were a dozen each of Enrofloxacin, Amoxicillin, Metronidazole, Cephalexin and Ampicillin. He checked each item off the packing list, and set the empty shipping box on the floor. Some of them had pictures of happy dogs on their labels, which made sense since they were all veterinary antibiotics and antivirals. You couldn’t buy a 250-count jar of Amoxicillin for humans without a prescription, but you could buy them for dogs, and it was the same stuff. In fact, a lot of dog meds were first developed for humans and then found to be useful treating animals. 

			The next box contained anti-inflammatories, fungal creams, cortisone lotions and more. The box after contained other human over the counter medications, cough and cold stuff and painkillers, especially ibuprofen. He practically lived on ibuprofen. 

			The old man finished his unpacking and inventorying and then swept everything into the largest box and carried it downstairs. He set it down in front of some shelves and began to clear them off to make room. He grabbed another box and started dropping items in, and stopped. In his hand was a black and white photo of his parents on their wedding day. His dad, John, stood there, tall and handsome with a shock of unruly black hair, wearing a suit with wide lapels and a loud tie. His mom, Katie, stood next to him in a simple white dress, looking truly radiant. Mom was a beauty back then; people often compared her to a young Elizabeth Taylor. 

			Dad had grown up in a small town in Wisconsin. Dad’s father, a scrappy Welsh immigrant, carried the unfortunate name of Ulette Romeo Booth. His mother had supposedly picked the name Ulette out of a French novel she was reading when she gave birth. His friends called him Ham, or at least they did after he’d blackened an eye or two. He had worked most of his life as a janitor at the local high school. Grandpa Ulette met Grandma Nola there when she worked as a young cook’s assistant. She would go on to be head cook at the small school for thirty-five years. Decades later, when the old man would visit the town, he’d often meet senior citizens who remembered his grandma’s cooking fondly. “Your grandma sure could cook!” one old man told him. “I’d never admit it to my mother, but I ate better at school for lunch than I did at home for dinner.” 

			Grandpa was a jack of all trades who repaired shoes and harnesses on the side for extra money. When the time came, he and Grandma were able to send Dad to a two-year business school in Madison, the first Booth ever to have gone beyond high school. Grandpa also hunted and fished almost every day it was legal (and, the old man suspected, plenty of days when it wasn’t) and managed to put meat on the table throughout the Depression. He was an excellent shot; some said the best in Dodge County. He instilled his love of hunting in his son, who had passed it along to his two boys. 

			Mom and Dad made a handsome pair. He was much older than she was, by eleven years. He had enlisted right after Pearl Harbor, and fought across Europe with the Fifth Infantry Division. He’d been awarded a Bronze Star for Valor during the Battle of the Bulge, and had finally mustered out in ‘46. He got a job with International Harvester in downtown Chicago when he came home, and there he met Mom, Katarina Thoreson, the child of immigrants from Norway. She was a stunning young woman with a lively sense of humor and he was instantly attracted to her. She liked him too, this big quiet guy who always seemed to find a reason to hang around near her desk. But as Mom liked to say, during those years when he should have been learning how to flirt with women, he was crawling around in the mud in Europe. 

			The old man figured he and Evan might never have been born if his Dad hadn’t one day mentioned to one of the secretaries that his birthday was the coming Saturday. She told him that Katie Thoreson upstairs had the same birthday, and wasn’t that a coincidence! He marched right upstairs and asked her out to dinner, and they were married five months later. 

			The old man was born two years after that. Two years later, they had his brother Evan, and three years after that, his sister, Elizabeth. A shadow crossed his face as he thought of her, so pretty and small. She had tight black curls and a Cupid’s bow mouth. With the name Elizabeth Booth, she soon became “Betty Boop” to everyone, and it fit her. She was brave and adventurous and silly, and always had a smile for her big brothers, whom she adored. The feeling was very mutual. They treated her like a mascot, took her with them on their adventures to the Creek and the Woods, let her help them build their forts, and join them as they fished and spied on the local wildlife. 

			One day when he was twelve and Betty Boop was seven, they were all riding their bikes together, with his sister trailing a few yards behind, when they passed through an intersection. The car that hit her failed to stop at the stop sign. Instead it cruised through the intersection without even braking, rolled over her, and sped away. When he reached her side, she lay twisted and broken, her collarbone splintered and jutting out through a bloody hole, and blood seeped out of the back of the skull where her head had smashed into the pavement. He ran to her and took her face in his hands and said, “I love you, Betty Boop,” while the tears sluiced down his cheeks. She had tried to smile and then the light had gone out of her eyes. 

			Someone called his parents. Their car screeched to a stop and they ran to his sister’s body. His mother sunk to her knees and wailed in grief and shock. His father, his face red with rage, looked over to where Owen stood with his younger brother and shouted, “God damn it, Owen, you were supposed to look out for your sister!”

			He went back to the scene two days after the accident and watched how soon before the stop sign people braked, and measured how long it took him to stop his bike, and he knew. Over the next week, family and friends gathered around his parents in their grief. No one came right out and said anything to him: they all spoke kindly to him about his “tragic loss,” but he could tell they knew. He could see it in their eyes and hear it in his mother’s sobs and his father’s heavy sighs. 

			He killed her. 

			It was his fault. If he had just looked, if he hadn’t been such a stupid, dumbass piece of shit idiot, if he had just checked to see if the there was someone coming who wasn’t putting on their brakes, he could have stopped the three of them and the guy who ran the stop sign wouldn’t have hit anyone and his sister would still be alive and it was all his fault. 

			Every moment he spent with his parents after that, all through the awful wake and the terrible, terrifying funeral, he wondered if they were thinking about it at that moment, how he let them down, how it was his fault his little sister lay in that awful box. When his father talked quietly to his mother, when she cried and he held her, he wondered if they would send him away somewhere for what he’d done, or if they would just throw him out the door and tell him he wasn’t part of the family anymore. 

			When no one said anything he began to realize that they were too nice, too good to cast him away. They would raise him, feed him, clothe him, pretend he was still their son. His mother would still hug him and tell him she loved him, his father would still ruffle his hair and call him “Buddy,” but it was now all a sham. He killed his sister. There was no coming back from that. 

			The cops caught the guy, some neighbor’s uncle from the South Side of Chicago, a habitual drinker. He must have been politically connected, because somehow the charges went from drunk driving and vehicular homicide to leaving the scene of an accident. The bastard actually smirked as he left the courtroom with a fine and a suspended sentence. 

			Four months later someone shot him to death leaving a bar. There were no witnesses. Dad was questioned, but three buddies in Wisconsin swore he was hunting with them all that weekend and one of them was a Catholic priest, so no charges were filed. Nobody told the cops that Father Derrick had been a close friend of Dad’s since they were toddlers. 

			Owen changed after his sister’s death. He’d been an outgoing, sociable kid before the accident. He withdrew into himself and spent a lot of time by himself in the forests and fields near their house. He also ran and lifted weights almost obsessively, and hunted and fished every chance he could, always alone. The depressions started, the bleak moods of self-loathing and anger. He tried to tell his mother about it but she heard him out for a few moments and cried, “Oh no, don’t talk like that! It makes me think we should put you in an institution somewhere!”

			So he learned. Nobody gave a shit when you felt bad. Instead they wanted to send you away. Hide it. Force yourself to function. When he was in the blackest depths, when he felt like a turd in the world’s punch bowl, he would ask himself, what would a normal person do in this situation? And then he tried to do that. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn’t. 

			When high school rolled around he signed up for football. He played free safety, mostly, and by his sophomore year he earned a starting position on the varsity team, where he gained a reputation for his intimidating style of play. 

			In the second game of his junior year, they were up against their conference arch rival and he was covering one of their wide receivers. The quarterback heaved a high pass their way. Instead of rushing in to break up the pass, he held back a step and timed it so he hit the other kid just as he leapt high into the air, totally exposed, his arms above his head. As the pass hit his hands, Booth delivered a violent blow to his rib cage so hard that people in the stands actually heard two of his ribs break. 

			A local sports reporter along the sideline heard his coach say, “Man! That kid has the heart of an assassin!” and after that all the papers referred to him as Owen “The Assassin” Booth. He ended up his senior year on the Chicago Tribune’s All State Defensive Team. He made straight A’s and earned some of the best ACT and SAT scores in his class, so the scholarship offers came pouring in. 

			Everyone, especially his parents, was stunned when he joined the Marines instead. 



	

Quang Tri Province, South Vietnam

			March 30th, 1972

			He spent his first two tours in Vietnam with the Second of the Fourth, Chesty Puller’s old outfit, as a private and then a corporal. At the end of his second tour he had a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star of his own, and got promoted to E-5 and sent to sergeants’ school in Hawaii, which wasn’t nearly as much fun as it sounded. As a newly minted Marine Sergeant he hoped to get back in-country, but with the draw-down it looked like he might end his enlistment stateside. It was early 1972 by then, and America’s troop commitment in Vietnam was down to about 60,000 total personnel, down from a peak of over half a million four years earlier. 

			It looked like the war was winding down. Then on Easter morning, March 30th of 1972, 120,000 North Vietnamese Regular Army troops, backed by 250 Soviet-made tanks and thousands of artillery tubes, came pouring across the DMZ and the Laotian border, crumpling the hapless South Vietnamese Army as they came. 

			The 2/4 joined with elements of the 3rd to make up a rapid reaction Special Landing Force. On April 22nd, North Vietnamese infantry and armor units were driving toward the city of Quang Tri, which would give them control of the whole province and the coastal highway. The battle had seesawed back and forth for weeks. The key was a bridge over the deep and fast-moving Bao Mai river, the sole approach from the west, and the NVA had managed to force a salient across the only bridge. The ARVN attempted to seal off the incursion, but their troops were worn down and beginning to buckle. Booth was part of a six hundred-man Marine blocking force that was sent in to hold the position and deny the NVA. 

			Fighting was fierce. The NVA pounded the Marine positions with heavy artillery and repeated attacks. Booth’s platoon got hit especially hard that by late afternoon they were down to about 60 percent effectives. Booth himself took a wound when an enemy round dug a shallow furrow across his right bicep. It felt like he’d been whacked with a red-hot poker. During a brief lull, the lieutenant ordered him back to the aid station in the rear to get his arm looked at. He grabbed his pack and took off at a fast trot.

			The aid station was set up behind a small tree-covered hill on a south facing slope, well away from the fighting to the north… or so they thought. However, under heavy cloud cover that prevented aerial recognizance, Charlie had managed to bring up bridging equipment a couple klicks to the south in an effort to envelope their position from behind. The aid station stood right in the way. 

			Already it was taking heavy fire. The LZ was so hot that the evac choppers couldn’t land. One brave pilot managed to set down, and corpsmen hurriedly shoved wounded in the door and strapped them to the landing skids, while AK47 rounds pinged off the ship and mortar shells crashed around them. Others were packing up gear and obviously preparing to bug out. Someone yelled, “Leave it! Leave it! Get on the chopper!” Booth ran down the hill to a Marine captain sitting in the doorway of the chopper, with fresh bandages on a bloody shoulder and his leg in a splint. 

			“Sir!” he shouted over the incoming fire and the roar of the chopper’s engine. “What’s happening?”

			“Charlie’s hitting us in force. This place is too hot. All personnel have been ordered to leave, ASAP. Turn around and didi mau, Sergeant!”

			Booth looked around him. There were still at least a dozen seriously wounded men on the ground, both Marines and ARVN. “Sir, what about them? We can’t just leave ‘em! You know what Charlie will do to ‘em!” Both the North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong were infamous for barbarities committed against captured troops from both armies, especially the wounded. 

			The captain looked pained. “Sergeant, we’ve been ordered to evac. It can’t be helped. Now run up the hill and make yourself scarce!”

			Booth looked around again at the men on the ground. “I’m sorry, sir, I can’t do that. Some of these men are my people. I’m not leaving.” 

			The captain grabbed his arm and looked him in the eye. “What’s your name, Marine?”

			“Booth, sir. Owen W.” 

			“Booth, you know you’re disobeying a direct order?” 

			He nodded. “I do, sir.” He spotted a radio on the ground. “See if you can get me fire support, sir. I’ll hold ‘em until relief arrives. I’m going to burrow in like a badger and make ‘em dig me out.”

			“You going to operate the radio with one hand and your weapon with the other? That’s not going to work, Sergeant.”

			“I expect that’s why the government issued me this fine sidearm, sir. You have any extra .45?”

			The captain reached into a pocket and handed him two full magazines, and then ejected the one from his sidearm for Booth to catch. “Good luck, Marine!” he said, and the chopper rocketed into the air. 

			He did a quick check of the packs nearby and came up with half a dozen magazines of 5.56, and a few more .45. He figured he needed to set up a defensive position far enough away from the wounded that they wouldn’t get hit by incoming, but close enough to defend them. About fifty yards away along the face of the hill, he spotted a cluster of boulders sticking out of the short grass. He grabbed the radio and ran to them, keeping his head low as rounds chewed up the hillside around him. He could see the enemy about half a klick on the other side of a small creek, at least a hundred of them in the first wave, and hundreds more behind them. They were too far away for effective fire, yet. 

			He set the radio down behind one of the boulders, threw his backpack on the ground, grabbed his trenching tool and started to dig. The ground, still damp from the monsoons, came up easily and in minutes he had a decent firing position, a two-foot mound of dirt that stretched from boulder to boulder, a distance of about six feet. He dug a hole about a foot deep and set the radio in it, its antenna wobbling in the air.

			He pulled a map out of an outside pocket of his pack and laid it out on the ground in front of him, fired up the radio and reached out for the fire base. “Bravo Mike Four, Bravo Mike Four, this is Marine Sergeant Owen Booth, do you read me?” 

			“Five by five, Booth. We heard about you already. Your call sign is now Badger One. Do you have a target for us?”

			“I do, sir,” and he read off the coordinates. Within thirty seconds, a shell fell on the NVA forward lines. “You’re on ‘em, Bravo Mike Four. Fire for effect, and walk it straight north.” Shells began falling among the advancing troops. 

			A new voice broke in. “Sergeant, this is Colonel Ralph Ambrose. What the hell are you doing?” In the radio’s background, Booth could hear the sounds of a firefight. 

			“Defending my wounded, sir.” 

			The line went quiet for a moment. “Charlie’s got us pinned down here pretty good, son. I don’t know when we can get anyone to your position.” 

			“I’m here as long as it takes, sir. Charlie wants me out, he’s going to have to dig me out.” 

			Forty-seven minutes later, three Cobra attack helicopters came roaring in over the treetops and spat rockets and cannon fire at the North Vietnamese troops, who were soon in full retreat. Soon five big Huey helicopters landed on the slopes dotted with enemy dead and disgorged Marines, who immediately took up firing positions and advanced toward the retreating enemy. Two choppers with bright red crosses on the side circled in and landed near the field of wounded. Navy corpsmen poured out and began tending to them. 

			A command helicopter landed soon after and a tall man in fatigues and iron gray hair hopped out and trotted toward the firing position Booth had dug. He passed huge divots where mortar rounds had torn up the earth, and dozens of bodies of North Vietnamese soldiers, most dead, he saw, of bullet wounds. He found Booth’s body about twenty feet from his hole, lying on his side, covered in blood. He’d been torn to shreds, and half his face seemed to have come off. His left eye hung down across the bridge of his nose and a large flap of skin was torn loose from his hairline to his jaw. His arms and legs were gouged and ragged. There were shrapnel wounds and bullet holes everywhere the colonel looked. In his right hand he still clutched a .45 with the slide locked back. 

			The colonel shook his head and was about to turn away when he saw Booth’s chest rise and heard a sudden intake of breath, too little even to be called a gasp… it was more like a sip of air. He yelled, “Corpsmen!” and knelt down next to Booth. 

			“Son,” he said. “You still with us?” 

			Booth cracked open his remaining eye and it wobbled around for a moment before it focused on the colonel with obvious difficulty. “I… I guess so,” he said, his voice a whisper. “Oh, hello, Colonel. I’m glad you made it.” 

			It was the last time he regained consciousness for almost two weeks. Three times his heart stopped, but the doctors and nurses managed to revive him. He underwent one operation after another. When he finally woke up, covered almost head to toe in casts and bandages, his mom and dad were sitting by his bed. His mother looked like she’d been crying. “Hey! Hi, stranger. You had us worried.” He tried to croak out a reply, but nothing would come. His mother produced a glass of water and brought a straw to his lips. It tasted really really good. “Where…?” he managed to croak. 

			“You’re in Japan, sweetheart, at the naval hospital. You’ll be happy to know the doctor said you’re going to make it.” 

			“Can’t see much…”

			His father leaned forward and took his hand. “You lost an eye, son. Plus half a lung, but they saved your kidney, which was all torn up. You’ve got a skull fracture from the shrapnel that took out your eye and some of the small bones around it. Let’s see, your left hand is busted up pretty good. Hey, which hand do you wipe your ass with?” 

			“John!” 

			“Uh… my right?”

			“Well, it so happens that your right hand is fine, except for the stitches! See, things are looking up already.” 

			He laughed a little, and received a sharp jab of pain in his side, like a spear. Dark humor was his father’s favorite kind. His too.

			“Let’s see. Four broken ribs, a busted hip, a busted leg, a busted knee and a broken ankle. A couple broken bones in your foot, which is no big deal. They’ll heal on their own, since you’re not going to be walking for a while. You’re missing three teeth on the right side and your jaw is wired together there. Broken bones around the eye and in your right cheek. Might be some nerve damage, definitely a nice scar. You know, if anybody asks how you got it—”

			“I know,” he said. “Tell ’em I got it in a knife fight with a pirate.”

			His father smiled and nodded. When he’d been small, whenever he got a cut or scrape, that was always his dad’s suggestion. A knife fight with a pirate.

			“I think they said your nose is broken too. Perforated left eardrum, but that should heal. I guess you got blown up. Shot to shit, too.”

			After a while, his mom left to call Evan back in the States, to let him know that his brother was awake. When she was gone, his father clasped his hand in his, and leaned close to him. “They told us what you did. There were eleven men on the ground there, and eight of them made it home. Because of you. You took on a whole battalion of NVA regulars, single-handed! That’s the bravest thing I’ve ever seen, son. I’m so proud of you.” He shook his head. “I can’t begin to tell you.” Tears sprang in his father’s eyes.

			His parents stayed for a while, but he slept most of the time and it hurt him to see the sadness in his mother’s eyes, so he insisted they go home. Rehab was slow and torturous. He had to learn how to bend his leg again, how to stand, and then how to walk. It was painful, grueling work, and there were many times he just wanted to roll over and sleep, but the staff there rode him, challenged him, insulted his pride, called him every foul name they could think of until his anger fueled his body and drove him forward. 

			He couldn’t remember much of that time after he started calling in artillery. It came to him in flashes. Firing his M16, watching NVA soldiers drop like silhouettes on a range. Calling in targets. An overflight by one Navy jet, or was it two, the impact of its rockets shaking the ground underneath him. Artillery shells whistling in, and the slope below him lost in smoke and dust. NVA light mortar shells dropping on his position in deafening explosions. Enemy soldiers almost on top of him, the .45 in his hand bucking, and then he was flying through the air. 

			What he remembered most were the sounds and the smells. The hiss and whine of the AK rounds as they cut through the air above him and thumped into the dirt in front of him. The roar of the 82 mm mortar rounds that fell around him like judgment from above, the blunt concussions like a punch in the chest, making the ground jump underneath him. The acrid smell of the clouds of dust and cordite which filled his nose and the mouth he had to keep open so his eardrums wouldn’t burst. It seemed like a quarter of the time he couldn’t see and half the time he couldn’t hear, but the enemy kept coming in wave after wave.

			When he healed well enough to get around with a walker, he got transferred stateside to Walter Reed. 

			When he wasn’t continuing his rehab, he spent a lot of his spare time reading, but that got old and he grew restless, so he found himself hanging around the Arts and Crafts room. At first it was because of the teacher, a large-breasted and flirtatious blonde named Jessica. She was at least ten years older than he was, but like every other wounded serviceman in the hospital he soon had a crush on her. He began to mess around with some paints, just to have an excuse to be there. After a while, though, he started coming for the art. 

			When he was a kid he loved to draw. Mostly it was comic book stuff at first, and when he was a little older he drew various bugs and plants that he’d bring home from the woods. After his sister died he lost interest, and then there was high school and football and girls. He was smart enough that he was often bored in class, and frequently doodled, and that was the sum total of his artwork, but you could see even from those that he had talent. With Jessica encouraging him he began to draw and paint, until he was dividing his time equally between art and rehab, returning to his room only when it was time to sleep. 

			He got to be pretty good friends with one of the chaplains, an older Methodist minister named Guthrie who liked to shoot the breeze much more than he liked to proselytize. Their discussions were far ranging. He had seen a lot more of the world than Owen had and loved to tell stories about it. 

			One day, the Chaplain Guthrie came in and said, “Owen, there’s something I need to talk to you about. The After Action report is out. There were 28 enemy dead killed by gunfire, meaning you. Another 152 by artillery and rocket, and over a hundred blood trails. The stand you made is one for the books, my boy. The Marine Corps is going to award you a Navy Cross for what you did. Yes, it’s great, but you should know this… they were looking at the Medal of Honor. God knows you deserve it. But the Medal is only awarded at the end of a long investigation and every step of the event has to be exemplary, above reproach. Unfortunately, you started off by disobeying a direct order. Colonel Ambrose has been raising hell, trying to rescind the order after the fact or explain why it didn’t pertain to you, and every other thing he can think of, but the committee has made its decision. I’m sorry.”

			Booth shrugged and shook his head. “That’s up to them. Honestly, I don’t much care.” He did care, some, but the Cross made him feel pretty good. 

			One afternoon while he was still at Walter Reed he got a call from his mother. “Sweetheart, we got a package here for you. It looks like it’s from Okinawa. It’s says it’s from Colonel Ambrose. Wasn’t he the one—” 

			“Yeah Mom, that’s him. Open it, will you please?” Ambrose had written him a couple times since The Day I Got Shot to Shit, to find out how he was doing. The colonel had his address at Walter Reed. Booth wondered why he’d sent the package to his parents’ house. 

			“It’s very heavy. Must’ve cost a fortune to mail from Japan. Oh my. It’s a gun.” He heard a muffled voice on the other end. “Here. Talk to your father.”

			“Owen, it’s a 1911 Colt Government Model. I’d say it’s Marine issue. No Army or Navy stamp. You suppose this could be…? Wait, your mom says there’s a note. Hang on.” 

			His mom came back on line. “It says, ‘Picked this up on the field that day, and I’ve held onto ever since. Thought you ought to have it. All the best. R.A.’ Oh, that’s nice of him. Do you want us to send it to you?”

			“I can’t have firearms here, Mom. That’s why he sent it to you. Can you hold onto it for me?”

			By the time he was finally discharged, he was able to get around with a cane. Jessica helped him to put a portfolio together and he got accepted into Cooper Union, the famous art school in New York City, and between the GI bill, all the pay he’d saved while he was in the hospital, and the 80 percent disability check he received from the government each month, he scraped by. 

			Life at art school was not all that he’d hoped it would be, however. He got a lot of crap from some of the other students who looked down their noses at his scarred face, his eye patch and his Marine Corps tattoo. More than once he’d been in some artsy bar off campus and had some hippie asshole ragging him about being a baby killer, and ended up beating the stuffing out of the guy. There were too many times, as the old country song had it, that “the whiskey and blood ran together.” He smoked too much marijuana and drank too much booze, trying to drown the ache in his heart. 

			He had to spend more of his time than he wanted continuing his rehab at the nearby VA Hospital on the East Side, but eventually he was able to lose the cane. It also gave him a free place to work out, which he did religiously, building up the slabs of muscle he’d lost in the hospital, and adding more on top of them. 

			Academically, the first two years weren’t bad. Cooper Union still taught in the old atelier fashion, where students drew and painted from classical sculptures to refine their skills and their understanding of basic elements like light and shadow. When it came to that stuff, he was a total star, maybe the best in his class. But junior year that all seemed to go out the window. Now his instructors wanted creativity and originality, and the emphasis was on the avant-garde. He liked art that looked like things, that presented harmony and beauty, but the staff gave him nothing but grief about it. Representational art was dead, they told him, murdered by the camera. Now it was all Andy Warhol, or a movement that was actually called “bad painting.” As far as he could see, that’s exactly what it was. 

			Late one afternoon in March he sat up on the roof with a few other art students, relaxing on some old plastic lawn chairs between classes. He looked up and said, “Wow, look at the clouds.” They were beautiful. Puffy white and gray clouds against a cobalt blue sky, tinged around the edges with orange from the setting sun. One of the other students glanced up and said, “Clouds are trite.” 

			That evening he called his friend Rick in Idaho, who was now back living and working on his family’s massive sheep ranch. Rick had been his best friend in Boot and they had served two tours together, and they’d both saved each other’s butt a few times. They stayed tight even after Owen got his sergeant’s stripes and got transferred to another outfit. Rick had managed to visit him in the hospital in Japan and again at Walter Reed after his enlistment was up. The past couple summers he’d been able to spend at least a week with Rick and his family at the ranch. There were aunts and uncles and cousins all around the area. He loved the big family, and they embraced him as well. 

			“Hey buddy, I can’t do this anymore,” he said. “I’d like to come hang out at your place for a while. Do you think your grandparents would mind?” The next day he packed up all his art supplies and took them to a freight company, and had them shipped to his folks’ house. He packed the rest of his things into two old suitcases and boarded a train to Chicago, where his folks picked him up. His parents loaned him a thousand dollars and he used half of it to buy an old 1963 aqua green Dodge Polara with a push-button shift. He loaded his art stuff and the 1911 into its big trunk and headed for Idaho. 

			Rick’s grandpa set him up in a charming little guest cabin, and gave him a heated shed for a studio where he could work. He wandered around the ranch, sketching and painting. He bought a camera and a huge telephoto lens from a pawn shop and started photographing the mule deer and the pronghorn around the vast landscape so he could draw them. 

			One day he was finishing up an oil of a big bull buffalo on a grassy plain. Rick’s grandpa came in and admired it. “I’d love to hang that above the mantle in my study,” he said. 

			Owen said, “Sir, I’d be honored.” 

			The next day he found an envelope with $1,000 cash on his drawing table. He went straight up to the house. “Mr. Cenarrusa, I can’t take this. You’ve fed me, put a roof over my head, and treated me like family. It’s not right, sir.” 

			Rick’s grandfather put his big weathered hand on Owen’s shoulder and said, “Owen, some day you’re going to be a famous artist, and I’m going to be able to say I bought the first painting you ever sold. Besides, Rick has told us a bunch of times about how you saved his rear end over there, and how he wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you. Now don’t you argue with me, son.” By the time Owen left the house, the money was in his pocket and Rick’s grandfather had commissioned a painting of his two bird dogs, a pair of beautiful English setters. 

			When he finished the dog painting, the Cenarrusas threw a big dinner party for the unveiling, inviting a bunch of hunting buddies, many of whom were landowners like them. The painting was a huge success. Owen ended up with six more commissions on the spot, and that had been the start of his career. 

			After that there were gallery openings, limited edition prints, coffee table books and magazine covers. He traveled around the continent and around the world, hunting and photographing, and then he’d lay up in his studio for months on end, cranking out paintings. He succeeded enough so he had money to go where he wanted and do what he wanted. Homes, cabins, land and lots of nice toys all came to him.

			But the depression dogged him everywhere he went. It made him feel like scum, like vermin, like if he let people know what he was really like, no decent person would want to associate with him. It was not something he’d ever let anyone see. He learned to hide it, to cover it like a cat covered its shit. Even when he was at his worst, when he felt like crawling under his bed and sobbing, he could hold court at a party and keep a crowd roaring with laughter. 

			There were women too, lots of them. He was smart, he was funny, he was charming and self-deprecating, and even good looking they told him, in an ugly sort of way. But none of them ever stayed around long. He’d almost been married once in his late twenties to a beautiful woman he met in Telluride. Her father was rich and she was spoiled, and she decided he was the one for her. They made it as far as the altar. They got to the part where they exchanged their vows, but when it was her turn she’d let go of his hand, took a half step back and begun to cry. “I can’t,” she sobbed. “I can’t do it.”

			He stammered out, “But...why?”

			“You’re just so... You!” she wailed, and wheeled around and ran out of the church. He stood there, stunned, in front of all those people. He looked at their faces, and saw that they all had expressions of shock and surprise. But underneath that, he knew what they were thinking. Good for her! We never understood what she saw in that asshole! He drove home, saddled up his favorite horse, loaded a pack mule with whatever food he could find, and disappeared into the San Juan mountains for almost two months. 

			There was something in him, especially after that, something remote and hard, women would say, something that pushed them away. The truth was, he knew himself for what he truly was, and that was not something he’d wish on a woman he cared for. He killed his sister, and he’d killed hundreds of men. He bore the mark of Cain, and it was better they stayed away from a man like him. Down deep he knew that if decent people really got to know him, they’d make him walk from village to village with a string of bones around his neck, calling “Unclean! Unclean!” like a leper. And he couldn’t blame them.

			In his late thirties, he’d been seeing this beautiful woman named Audrey, with green eyes and long chestnut hair that spilled down her back in ringlets and waves. She was sweet and intelligent, with a great sense of humor. He tried to keep her at arm’s length, but he found himself thinking about her all the time. They’d been dating about three months when she leaned over in bed and kissed him and said, “I think I’m falling in love with you.” 

			He’d given her a half smile and said, “That’s probably not a good idea.”

			“Not a good idea? I tell you I’m falling in love with you and you tell me it’s not a good idea?” She got out of bed, stepped to the window and rested her forehead on the cool glass. Outside, the moon was just rising over the Bitterroot Mountains. Her nude body looked lovely in the pale moonlight. After a minute she walked over to where her clothes were scattered on the floor and got dressed. 

			“You know, they wrote a song about you. A group named Cowboy Junkies. It’s called ‘Misguided Angel.’ It goes, ‘I’ve got a misguided angel hanging over me. Heart like a Gabriel, pure and white as ivory. Soul like a Lucifer, black and cold like a piece of lead.’” She turned to face him. “But they got it wrong. Your soul is pure. It’s your heart that’s dark and cold. And there’s no place in it for me.” She walked out and closed the door behind her. 

			“’Misguided angel,’” he sang softly. “’I’ll love you ‘til I’m dead.’”



	

City of the Dead, Cairo, Egypt

			May 22

			Before the parasite struck, the city of Cairo and its surrounding communities were the home of almost twenty million people, making it one of the largest urban centers in the world. Fully sixty percent of the population lived in what were circumspectly referred to as “unplanned” developments. These areas often had no plumbing, little electricity, no sanitation, few schools and fewer medical facilities. In short, they were slums. 

			One of the worst of these was the huge City of the Dead, which stood across the Nile River from the famed pyramids. Inside its surrounding walls were five vast ancient cemeteries, including tens of thousands of structures, the oldest dating back to the seventh century. Arab sultans, Mameluke emirs and Ottoman pashas were all buried within the above-ground tombs, along with hundreds of thousands of their subjects. When Napoleon conquered Cairo in 1808 many of the tombs were looted of valuables, and the mummified human remains within were shipped back to France where, in a grotesque fad, they were often used in the homes of the wealthy as firewood. 

			As the population of Egypt burgeoned in the twentieth century, many people came to Cairo in search of work. Because of disastrous government policies and the overall poverty of the once rich country, there was nowhere to house most of the immigrants. And so the slums grew. 

			Some of the tombs were still locked and sealed tight, but many hung open and empty. Squatters moved into the City of the Dead and occupied many of the tombs, and when these were full they built whatever structures they could out of materials at hand. “Streets” inside the walls were often no more than two or three feet wide. Families of six and eight crowded into structures where there was barely enough room for them to lay down at night on the dirt floors. Almost all food and water had to be brought in from outside. Since there was little plumbing or sanitation, the narrow lanes were filled with feces and urine, and flies and rats were everywhere. Over five million people lived there. These slums were said to be some of the worst in the entire world. Disease ran rampant, and lives here tended to be, in the words of Thomas Hobbes, nasty, brutish and short. 

			A man and a woman walked together down one of the wider lanes. The woman was in her fifties, thickly built and wearing a modest long-sleeved dress, her hair covered by a bright yellow scarf. The man, who was somewhat younger, was dressed in a white Ralph Lauren shirt, blue Hermes shorts and handmade Moreschi loafers, and picked his way carefully to avoid the piles of human waste that littered their path. It was 10:00 a.m. and the temperature already hovered above 90 degrees. They both wore face masks over their noses and mouths. The man was sweating. The woman was not. 

			Ahead of them walked a pair of khaki-clad policemen with automatic rifles slung over their shoulders. The pathetic hovels on either side of them were empty. A hundred yards behind them a police cordon, manned by two dozen or more officers, held back a crowd of hundreds of people, many of them clutching armloads of meager belongings. Angry chatter filled the air. Behind the crowd stood a pair of large bulldozers with backhoe arms. A few feet farther sat a white SUV with a green logo and the words “A Place for Everyone” in both English and Arabic script. 

			The man looked around, trying not to breathe in the stench. Even through his mask, which he’d dashed liberally with cologne back in his hotel suite, the overwhelming smell almost made him sick. “So, Jomana, this is where my money is going, eh?” 

			“Yes, David,” she answered. “We’re going to build the three-story structures here that will have solar panels on the roofs for electricity, and rainwater collectors that will feed into cisterns to supply some of their water. Each unit will have a small kitchen, with gas piped in from a community propane tank. When it’s finished next spring, it will house over twelve hundred people. We hope it will be the first of many such,” she said brightly. 

			“How much of this area are we talking about?” 

			 “This row and the next two over, and from the lane back there,” she gestured toward the police cordon, “All the way to that building.” She pointed to a low ancient-looking brick structure. Crude shanties were built up against its side, except for one space near the end. The letters فجر الموتى were splashed across the wall in gleaming white paint. It looked fresh. 

			“What’s that say?” he asked. 

			“Ah,” she said. “That says ‘Fajr Al’Amwat.’ It means ‘the Dead’s Dawn,’ or ‘Dawn of the Dead.’”

			“Hmph. Like the movie?”

			“I’m afraid I’m not familiar with that one, David. In this case it refers to a religious sect that has arisen here recently. They are preaching that those who are Infected have become empty vessels into which the dead can return. You know, the Cult of the Dead held sway here for thousands of years and many of the simple people still cling to a form of ancestor worship. “

			“This cult… Are they dangerous?”

			She smiled. “No, not at all. When a person here starts showing symptoms of an infection, the families reach out, and their followers come and take the person away. They say they are here to help them transition back to the spirit world.” 

			“So where do they do this ‘transitioning’?” 

			“I’m not sure, David. I’ve never inquired. But we should go back now, and let the crew do its job.” 

			Minutes later the cordon opened and the equipment operators fired up their big diesel engines and went to work. They dug into the shacks with their backhoes, tearing them to pieces in the process. Then they swung around on their heavy treads, lowered their blades, and pushed the debris into long rows. Wails and angry shouts rose from the watching crowd. Women and children cried, and sullen men glared at the operation. A few times small groups of men tried to break through the police cordon, but these attempts quickly broke down into angry scrums with baton wielding officers, leaving protesters bloody and beaten. 

			By the time the crew had nearly finished, David and Jomana were already back in the A Place for Everyone Foundation’s headquarters, to their great good fortune. 

			One of the big crawlers reached the end of its row, and swiveled on its treads to bring its backhoe arm to bear on the row of shanties built against the brick building. From a hidden vantage point in a dilapidated shack nearby, an old man watched him carefully. He saw the operator reach the arm above a tall shack that stuck up above the building’s roofline, and extend the scoop. He sprang out of his hiding place and ran toward the machine, screaming and waving his arms. But the operator wore headphones to cancel the noise of the big engine and failed to hear him in time. 

			Unseen by the operator, the teeth of the bucket bit on the edge of the building, and as he flexed the boom, the wall began to bulge and then collapsed in a shower of bricks, creating a large hole. The operator swore and struck his knee with his fist, and then looked around to see who might have noticed the mistake. He caught a glimpse of someone running away. When he looked back, a flood of naked Infected poured out of the hole. 

			He screamed and swung his seat back around and tried to slip the big machine into gear, but he was too late. A dozen Infected swarmed up the sides of his bulldozer and he fell to the ground and was inundated immediately, lost from sight. More and more Infected came pouring out like hornets whose nest had been disturbed. They spotted the crowds at the other end of the lane and charged.

			It took the people there a brief moment to comprehend what they were seeing, and then everyone started screaming “Infected!” and scrambling away in terror. Mothers snatched up children. Old people were knocked to the ground and disappeared under foot. The policemen, to their credit, formed a line at their lieutenant’s order and started firing at the oncoming horde with their weird inhuman gait. “Head shots! Head shots!” their lieutenant shouted, firing his pistol. Some of the Infected fell to the ground but there were many more behind them to take their place. At twenty yards the police began to break and run, and then it was a full-scale rout. The few who tried to stand their ground were overwhelmed and fell under the weight of dozens of Infected. The rest of the police ran, with the naked bloody mob hard on their heels. 

			Nearby the old man stopped and leaned, breathless, against a shanty wall. He dug into his robes and withdrew a cellphone and quickly punched in a number. Someone answered and he shouted into the phone, “The wall has been breached! The vessels have been released! The time has arrived! It must be done now!” He waited a moment, listening, and answered, “Yes, yes. The time has come. We have no choice now. I know we hoped it would be longer, but we must act. You must send the signal to all the Faithful, my friend. Allah be with you.” 

			He hung up and ran. A moment later his phone chimed an alert that it had received a text message. He didn’t need to read it to know what it said: “Release the vessels!”

			All around the City of the Dead men emerged from shacks and hovels and ran to nearby buildings, each of which were marked with the same graffiti: فجر الموتى. Dawn of the Dead. The similarity to George Romero’s classic 1978 zombie movie title was in fact not a coincidence, but a grim joke on the part of a member of the leadership of the movement, who had been born in Cairo and educated in the United States. This was truly the dawn of the dead. 

			At over three hundred buildings across the City of the Dead, men opened padlocks, unlocked doors, pried away sheets of plywood, or climbed on roofs and kicked away sheets of corrugated metal that formed walls. And the dead came pouring out, scores or even hundreds from each structure. 

			They swarmed through the slum like locusts, overwhelming the residents, tearing off big mouthfuls of flesh and then chasing after the next target. They were everywhere, coming from every direction. Terrified, the people fled, only to turn a corner and run directly into another pack. The people who had been bitten started turning, tearing off their own clothing and joining the hunt, until they numbered in the tens of thousands, with more turning every minute. Soon you could also hear the rattle of gunfire.

			A police sergeant, whose name tag identified him as Omar Saddaq, crouched in a dark corner of a shack and panted, listening to the phone he held to his ear. He had barely managed to escape the onslaught at the demolition site by hiding in a nearby hovel. “Jurisdiction? Jurisdiction?” he hissed into his phone. “I don’t give a damn who’s got jurisdiction! The dead are running through the streets here! You need to do something!” The phone went silent. On hold again! Frustrated, he shoved it back into his pocket. He had discarded his rifle when his ammo ran out. He checked the magazine of his pistol. He had five rounds left, he saw, and another full magazine on his belt. He swapped magazines to put the full one in his gun and peeked outside, and cautiously began making his way toward the nearest gate, the Red Lion Gate at the northeast corner of the City. He could hear firing coming from that direction. 

			Hearing movement ahead, he ducked into a doorway and plastered himself along the wall. He glanced around him, and nearly jumped out of his skin when he realized he was standing almost on top of a young woman who huddled in the corner with three small children, a boy and two girls, the oldest of whom, the boy, couldn’t have been more than seven or eight. All three of them stared at him with fearful eyes. 

			“Little mother,” he said quietly. “You must get your children out of here. If you stay here, you will all die.” Clearly frightened, she shook her head and shrunk back farther into the corner. 

			He crouched down next to her. “What is your name?” he whispered. 

			“Fatima,” she replied, in a voice so quiet he could hardly hear her. 

			“Fatima is a fine name. Do you have a husband?” 

			She shook her head. “Dead,” she whispered. “Last month.” 

			He looked at the boy and said, “Little one, what’s your name?’

			“I’m Omar.”

			“Omar? Isn’t that something! My name is Omar too! See, it says so here on my name tag!” He smiled. “Well, little Omar. Can you run? I’ll bet you’re very fast!”

			The boy nodded and even smiled slightly. 

			He looked at the woman and said, “Fatima, here’s what we’re going to do. You give me your daughter there, and you carry your little one, and we’ll all go together. The Red Lion Gate is just over there. You’ll be safe with me.” He fervently hoped that was so. He reached out and pulled her older daughter away from her. The child whimpered in protest, but then wrapped herself around him tightly. 

			He stood, one arm wrapped around the girl and the other hand clutching his pistol, and was relieved when the woman stood up and moved next to him. He looked at her and then down at the boy. 
“Keep up with me,” he said, “and try to be quiet.”

			He stepped out into the lane and a huge Infected, its face and chest smeared with blood, came barreling around a corner not six feet away. Saddaq shot it in the face and it collapsed in a heap at his feet. Saddaq grimaced. “So much for being quiet,” he said to himself. The boy stood in front of him, staring wide-eyed at the bloody Infected. He gave the boy a shove and said, “Move!” and they set off in the direction of the gate. 

			Two more times he had to shoot attackers, but otherwise the area around them seemed largely deserted. Most people had apparently fled already, probably with the dead in hot pursuit. When they were almost to the gate, he signaled the other two to stop. He dropped to one knee and peered around the corner. Police squad cars blocked the gate. Dozens of uniformed men crouched behind them, both police and military. He recognized a couple of officers from his own precinct. Behind the cars he could see a pair of military assault vehicles, with men behind their big .50 calibers, which were pointed at the gate. In front of the gate lay hundreds of bodies, most naked, but some not. From deeper in the slums behind him, he could hear the sound of gunfire. 

			“Hello, the gate!” he called. “Coming out!”

			Someone yelled, “Remain where you are! No one is allowed in or out!”

			He swore under his breath. “I’m a cop!” he shouted. “Sergeant Saddaq!”

			After a moment of silence, another voice yelled, “Okay. Come on.” 

			He grabbed the woman by the hand and ran toward the gate, the boy right behind him. He ushered them through a gap between two police cars and squeezed through himself. He set the girl on the ground. She immediately grabbed her mother’s skirt and pressed her face into it. 

			A large man in uniform with a fierce-looking mustache stepped up to him. “Saddaq! Who are these people? No one is to leave this area!” 

			“Captain Khouri!” He stood straight and saluted. “This is my wife Fatima, and these are my children!” The woman shot him a quick look, but said nothing. 

			The captain frowned. “I thought you were a bachelor, Saddaq.” 

			“No sir! This is my son.” He pushed him forward. “Tell the captain what your name is, boy.” 

			The boy looked up defiantly. “Omar,” he said. “Like my father.” 

			The captain looked at him for a moment and then looked at the woman and the other children. “All right. Go on.” 

			“Captain, why aren’t they letting people out?” 

			“The army has teams in there killing the Infected, but the government doesn’t want anyone to leave. They’re afraid the infection will spread.”

			He picked up the little girl again, and said, “Let’s go.”

			As soon as they were out of earshot of the barricade, the woman looked up at him and said, “Well, ‘husband,’ what now?” and smiled at him.

			Saddaq felt her smile spread through him like warm honey. He suddenly became aware of the child he held, of her little body clinging tightly to him for protection, and he made a decision. “We need to get out of the area. Do you trust me?”

			She held his gaze for a long moment, and then looked at the face of her daughter, pressed against Saddaq’s neck. She nodded. “I do.” 

			“Let’s go,” he said. 

			The streets were empty at first. Buildings were shuttered, the sidewalks were empty and no cars traveled on the road. Even the ubiquitous taxis had disappeared. Apparently word had spread of the Infected uprising. As they walked, he and Fatima talked about themselves and their lives. She had married her husband at age fifteen, a common thing in Muslim countries. He had been very good to her and the children, and they had loved each other. Omar thought it was easy to see why. She was pretty, with a quick wit and a mischievous smile. Her husband had owned his own taxicab which provided a decent if meager living for them all. They rented a one room apartment with a small kitchen and a bathroom right down the hall. He drove the cab twelve hours a day, six days a week. When he wasn’t driving, he rented the cab to one of his cousins, a man Fatima had never liked. A year ago the cousin had been drinking and smashed it into a telephone pole. He was killed and the cab was totaled, and their livelihood was gone. 

			Her husband had been unable to find steady work. With barely enough money coming in to feed their children, they had been forced to abandon their apartment and move into the slums in the City of the Dead. A month earlier her husband had been murdered. No one knew who or why, and of course the police didn’t bother to investigate. They didn’t care what happened in the vast slum. Omar winced a bit at that, because he knew it was true. 

			They finally hailed a cab and Omar had it drop them off at the end of his street. He pointed out the grocery store and the market across the street, and then led them up the three flights of stairs to his apartment. There was a TV in the living room, a kitchenette, and a separate bedroom. There was even a bathroom with a big tub and a shower. “I have things I need to take care of,” he told her. “There’s food in the fridge. Feed yourselves and the kids.” He pulled out his wallet and handed her all the cash he had. “Go to the market and buy clothes and whatever else you need, and more food. I should be back in a couple hours.” He opened a kitchen cabinet and took out a spare key. 

			He reached out and took her hand. He placed the key in her hand and then folded her fingers around it. “Be careful,” he told her, and left. 

			His first stop was the mosque a few blocks away. He was not a particularly religious man. He seldom performed his daily prayers and attended services at the mosque infrequently. He walked in and immediately spotted the person he was looking for. 

			Imam Moumen was a tall, heavy man with a neatly trimmed black beard. His face lit up in a broad smile when he spotted Omar. “Well, if it isn’t Sergeant Saddaq!” he chuckled. “I must check the weather report to see if pigs are flying! What brings you here today, friend Omar?” 

			“Imam, is there somewhere we can talk?” 

			“Certainly, my friend. Come with me.”

			In the Imam’s office he recounted the day in detail, from the assault by the dead up to where he left Fatima and the children in his apartment. 

			“Ah.” The Imam raised an eyebrow at the last part. He leaned forward and asked. “And what are your intentions toward this woman?”

			“I want to protect her, her and the children, Imam. And I want to do it honorably. I assume that means we should marry.” 

			“Do you believe she will consent to a marriage?”

			“I think so, Imam. I hope so.” 

			The Imam sat back and stroked his beard. “Hmmm. You claimed her as your wife in front of witnesses, did you not?” Saddaq nodded. “Afterwards she called you ‘husband,’ no?” 

			“She did, Imam.” 

			“And you gave her a sum of money for her use, for her and her children?” 

			“It was not a lot of money, Imam, but it was all I had on me.” 

			“When one has nothing, even a small amount can be a great deal. So the mahr has been paid.” He thought for a moment, and then smiled. “Then my friend, in the eyes of Allah the most Just and Merciful, I’d say you are already married. But bring the woman here tomorrow. I will have a marriage contract for you to sign, and I will perform the ceremony myself. Does she have a male relative to consent to the marriage?”

			“None that I know of, Imam. She’s pretty much alone in the world, I think, her and the children.” 

			“Then I will appoint one of the elders to be a temporary wali, and he shall give consent.” 

			They walked together back to the entrance of the mosque. “So, Omar Saddaq, now that you’re a family man, perhaps we shall be seeing you more often at prayers?” 

			His next stop was the precinct station. He hopped on a bus and flashed his badge, and fifteen minutes later got off at the corner. Even from a distance he could see officers rushing in and out of the big front doors. He marched into the lobby past the desk sergeant. “Allah be praised, Omar. We thought you were a dead man!”

			“Not yet, Mahmoud, but they tried. Who’s back?”

			The sergeant shook his head sadly. “Just you, Jbahli and Shahin. I’ve heard Bagalo and Zean made it out, and they’re on the barricades somewhere. The captain and the second shift squad are supposed to be manning the Red Lion Gate.”

			“Yeah, I saw him there. Any brass upstairs?” 

			“Old Lieutenant Najjir is there, that’s about it.”

			“He’ll do,” Saddaq said.

			The squad room was empty except for a couple civilian employees answering the phones, which all seemed to be ringing at once. He crossed the room and knocked on a door at the back. He heard a muffled reply from within, and opened the door.

			“Saddaq! Praise Allah, we thought you were dead!” Najjir, a heavyset man, a long-time veteran of the force, was well past the retirement age. He was balding, and thick tufts of gray hair grew out of his nose and ears. He spent almost all his time in his office, whether he was on duty or not. His wife was a notorious shrew, and word was he spent as much time here as he could to escape her and her temper. “Sit down Saddaq, and tell me what happened.”

			He did so and narrated the story, leaving out nothing except the woman and her children. The old man shook his head sadly. “This is terrible,” he said. “A terrible thing. There are many thousands of these Infected running rampant around the City of the Dead. Allah alone knows how many have died, or will die soon. The government is trying to round up this Dawn of the Dead group, but they’ve all gone to ground somewhere.”

			Saddaq paused, thinking of Fatima and the children at home. “Lieutenant, I need to take a couple days off. This experience has been pretty tough. I’d like time to get my head together. A long weekend.”

			The old man nodded. “I understand completely. It must have been horrible, watching your comrades go down like that. And having to fight your way out… I can’t imagine. Omar, would you like to see a counselor?”

			Saddaq shook his head. “No thank you, sir. I met with my imam this morning and I’m already set to see him again tomorrow.” He stood and they shook hands. 

			“I’ll let the captain know. And Saddaq? Since you will be off active duty and on vacation, you are supposed to turn in your firearm. But under the circumstances, I think you should hang onto it. You have a wife and children to protect now.”

			“How did you…?”

			He smiled. “I spoke to the captain half an hour ago. He commented on the strange phenomenon of your instant family. Take care, Omar, and may Allah be with you.” 

			He arrived home to find Fatima and the children all asleep on his bed. The air smelled of soap; clearly she and the children had bathed. In the bathroom he found the clothes they had been wearing, all washed and hung over the shower curtain rod to dry. He nodded to himself; even in her extreme duress, she had found the energy to perform the simple household chore of seeing to it that their clothes were washed. She could easily have thrown them into a corner for later. 

			There were four new toothbrushes next to his in the cup on the sink, a sight which gave him a sudden warm glow. 

			There was fresh fruit in a bowl on the kitchen table, oranges, mangoes and bananas. The cabinets had canned goods and boxes of rice and beans. A big bowl sat on the counter, draped with a damp cloth. When he lifted the corner, he saw it contained a large lump of bread dough, left to rise. On the stove, a soup pot of lentils simmered at low heat. On a couple of the kitchen chairs there were bags with articles of clothing. He noticed that the clothes were all used but in good shape. She had obviously found the resale shop in the next block. Industrious and thrifty, he thought, smiling to himself. A man could do a lot worse. 

			He peeked back into the bedroom and made sure they were all still asleep. Then he went to the corner of the living room, where a large potted plant sat in front of the window. He pulled down the shade, tipped the pot and rolled it a few feet to one side, and pulled his jackknife out of his pocket. He used the blade to pry up a small section of floorboard where the plant had sat. Under the floor lay a small canvas bag. 

			He pulled out the bag and unzipped it. It contained a Smith & Wesson M&P 9mm model, four boxes of hollow points and $14,000 in cash. Most of it was in Egyptian pounds, but a little under $2,000 was in US dollars, mostly tens and twenties. Two years ago he and his partner had pulled over a known drug dealer in a late night stop. The man, he knew, paid protection in the 21st Precinct, but not here, which made him fair game. Saddaq hated drug dealers. He saw what their poisons did to people, especially poor people who could least afford it. 

			They searched the man’s car, and in a cardboard box under a layer of videocassette tapes they found stacks of hashish. It was pressed into flat bars which were each wrapped in gold foil. They looked like chocolate bars. Under the spare tire they found the 9mm and a bag of cash, totaling about $32,000. Saddaq’s first impulse was to arrest the man on the spot, but his partner pulled him aside. We should take the money, he had said. No one will know. When Saddaq had refused, he grew desperate. “Please, Omar,” he implored. “My wife is sick! I can’t afford to take her to a private hospital on my salary. With this money, she could be cured! In the name of Allah, the Merciful, I’m begging you!” This was the first he had heard anything about a sick wife. Nevertheless, he reluctantly agreed to keep the money. 

			They took the money and the gun, allowed the dealer to keep his hashish, gave him a perfunctory beating and sent him on his way with a warning to stay in his own territory from now on. His partner’s wife had looked like she made a complete recovery by the next time he saw her, a few days later. A miracle from Allah, he thought wryly. 

			Saddaq returned the money to its hiding place and looked out the window at the busy street below. This money, he thought, might just save our lives. 

			Five days later he was called in to the precinct house for a meeting. There didn’t seem to be any bus service, so he finally hailed a cab. When he arrived, he was amazed at the changes in the area surrounding the station. There were roadblocks and bodies in the street, most of them naked. A few fires burned in crumpled buildings. An officer he didn’t recognize directed him to a conference room. Inside was Captain Khouri and a slender, harried-looking man in a whiter suit, who looked like he hadn’t slept in days. With him too were Officers Jbahli and Bagalo, two of the other survivors from that disastrous day in the City of the Dead, and about a dozen other cops from the other shifts. 

			Khouri said, “Saddaq! Glad you could join us. Do you have your family squared away?” 

			Saddaq couldn’t tell if he were needling him or not.

			Khouri said, “Gentlemen, I am sorry to tell you that, of the forty-two men on the roster as of a week ago, you’re all that’s left of the 19th precinct.” There were exclamations of surprise and dismay. “The civilian population has largely abandoned this precinct. All we’re doing here is performing a holding action against the Infected, and we are not equipped for that. As of tomorrow, this station is going to be closed. And as of today, all police departments in Egypt are being nationalized, and will fall under the direct jurisdiction of the Department of the Interior.” Khouri pointed to the man in the suit. “This is Mr. Idris from Interior. Mr. Idris?”

			The slender man stood. “Gentlemen, first let me congratulate you on your efforts thus far. You have stepped forward in a difficult time, and the nation salutes you. Unfortunately, we are losing the battle against the undead. More and more people are turning every day, by the tens of thousands it would seem. It has become increasingly difficult to find those who are succumbing to the parasite before they turn, as I’m sure you’re aware. The worst areas are the City of the Dead, and the surrounding communities, and the hordes of Infected are pushing slowly north. The decision has been made to evacuate everyone in the city south of the Sixth of October Bridge.” He pointed to the large map of Cairo on the wall. There were murmurs of surprise around the table. The Sixth of October Highway ran east-west and split the city nearly in half. 

			“In fact, this is probably only a temporary measure. The next line will be at the Nile-Timsah Canal, since these things have an apparent aversion to water. Our ultimate strategy is to retreat to the Delta, where enough crops can be raised to feed the survivors. Once the situation stabilizes, we can think about retaking the city, but until then, we can’t be everywhere and defend everything. 

			“The government is now establishing a series of holding camps for refugees all across the Delta. Local police units from the evacuated areas are being assigned to provide order and security in these camps, in cooperation with the army, which will oversee logistics and defense. The remaining members of this precinct have been assigned to a camp here, near the city of Samannoud.”

			



	

LaGuardia Airport, Queens, New York

			May 26th

			In the late afternoon light, the gleaming white Gulfstream bearing the green flag of Saudi Arabia on its tail taxied across the tarmac at LaGuardia and pulled up into an empty slot in a row meant for private jets. Its side opened and the cabin steps extended and locked into place. 

			Almost immediately three men in dark glasses and suits came down the stairs and took up positions near the plane. Three men stepped out onto the landing at the top of the stairs. All three were dressed in flowing white thawbs which came to their ankles, and red and white checked keffiyehs. One of them was older, a short stocky man with a neatly trimmed beard streaked with gray, and thin metal eyeglasses. The other two were both young, with lean angular faces. After a brief conversation, the young men descended and the older man disappeared back into the plane. 

			Under the watchful eye of the security men, two baggage handlers opened the compartment on the side of the plane. A security agent pointed to several high-end Vuitton and Bottega bags, and the handlers carefully unloaded them onto their cart. The agent spoke to them and they both stepped back. He reached into the cargo hold and produced two titanium Rimowa carry-ons, set them on the ground and extended their handles. Both bags were locked, and both bore a thin strip of brass which enclosed each lock. A label dangling from each bag’s handle read, in both English and Arabic, “Diplomatic Pouch.” Another agent grabbed one of them, and together they wheeled them toward the VIP entrance to the terminal. 

			The jet refueled and then taxied back onto the runway. From LaGuardia, it flew to O’Hare Airport in Chicago, and then on to McCarran Airport in Las Vegas. At each stop, several more men deplaned and their luggage always included two identical titanium cases.

			Once inside, the two men in keffiyehs stepped up to the counter and produced a stack of passports, all with diplomatic markings, for themselves and their security team. An agent thumbed through the passports; they were all heavily marked with entry and exit stamps from a variety of countries, including the US. Satisfied, he waved them through, not bothering to inspect their luggage. The terminal sat eerily empty. The President’s ban on all but diplomatic flights meant that the International terminal was a vast echoing hall. 

			Two cars were waiting outside the terminal: a sleek Mercedes limousine with a driver for them, and a black new-model Lincoln Navigator for their security agents. The luggage, including the two diplomatic bags, was loaded into the back of the limo. As they drove off the airport and into Queens, several other cars unobtrusively shadowed them. Behind their wheels were other Arab men from the consulate security team. While they rode, the two men slipped out of their long robes and into casual clothing. 

			When they reached the Saudi consulate on Manhattan Island, the limo and the Navigator drove through the iron gates, and the trailing team disappeared into traffic. Once inside the small consulate parking garage, the Mercedes pulled up next to a dark blue SUV with tinted windows. Two security agents got out of the Navigator. They were now unobtrusively dressed in jeans and light jackets. Under the watchful eye of the two supposed diplomats, they transferred the luggage, including the two titanium cases, from the limo to the SUV.

			All four got into the SUV and exited the consulate into the heavy Manhattan traffic. By the time they reached the Queens Midtown Tunnel, the sun had set and the city was descending into darkness. Once through the tunnel, they turned off the expressway and made their way to a warehouse, which a chipped and flaking sign proclaimed Fazid Importers. There were lights on in the building and a few cars in the small parking lot. An overhead door opened, and they drove in. 

			They were surrounded by half a dozen smiling men when they climbed out of the vehicle. “Khalid! Hamad! Welcome, brothers!” A tall well-dressed man stepped forward, smiling, and asked, “Did you have any difficulties?”

			The men shook their heads. “None, Sheikh Al-Jadaan.”

			“And where are they?”

			The men gestured toward the SUV where the two security men were standing. One of them opened the rear door, revealing the cases. 

			“Very good! Very, very good,” the tall man said. He turned to the two security agents. “Put them on the floor, and then wait outside.” 

			The men all waited until the two security agents had driven the SUV through the overhead door and out into the parking lot, and the door had closed again. Khalid and Hamad stepped forward and each picked up a suitcase. They were fairly heavy, each case weighing about fifteen kilos. “Bring them here,” the tall man said, indicating a table nearby. They set the luggage on the table and used a screwdriver to pop off the diplomatic seal. They each produced a key and opened their carry-on. Inside each, a hard plastic case exactly fitted to the interior dimensions of the carry-on. They were both locked as well. When they were opened they revealed a dark plastic foam interior, which had been cut out to fit perfectly around their contents.

			Inside each case was the body of a small child, no more than three or four years old. They were balled up tightly in a fetal position and bound that way from head to toe in duct tape. The tall man leaned over and examined them as they lay motionless, and then poked them each in turn. They both twisted and struggled for a moment before they became quiet again. 

			“Ah, they have both survived the flight. I had my doubts,” said the sheikh. 

			Small children seldom became undead Infected. Most of them never survived their first contact with a carrier of the parasite, dying quickly from blood loss or trauma after a bite. Even among those who did survive, as well as those who contracted via the spores in the atmosphere, most of them died while the disease took over their bodies, before they had a chance to turn. No one knew why this was, but very young Infected were very rare. It had taken a large number of attempts to produce these two and the other four who were bound for Chicago and Las Vegas. 

			The following morning, vehicles began arriving early at Fazid Importers, each carrying two or three men. Other businesses in the area, when interviewed later, said they noticed nothing unusual except perhaps a somewhat larger than customary number of cars in the lot. When everyone had arrived there were over two dozen people there, all men and all Middle Eastern. They stood in clusters and talked quietly among themselves. All of them were freshly showered and shaved.

			The tall sheikh held up his hands and the crowd went silent. “Brothers!” he said. “We are here to strike an historic blow against the Great Satan! Thanks to your sacrifice, no longer will they be able to feel safe, even in the hearts of their greatest cities!” 

			There were cries of “Allahu Akbar!” from the group. 

			“You have all cleansed yourself, I hope, in preparation for your ordeal, and performed the necessary prayers?” There were murmurs of assent. “Please, those of you who have been Chosen, step forward and receive your Blessing.”

			The cases lay open and the two Infected toddlers lay on the table, with the tape unwrapped from their heads. The men who had been selected to die formed two lines, and when their turns came, each of them stuck a hand or a forearm against the things’ mouths and were bitten. Khalid and Hamad stood by and wrapped each wound in gauze and spoke quiet words of encouragement to each man. When they were all bitten, the Sheikh picked up a hatchet and beheaded both children. 

			“Now, my friends, you will spend the rest of your time here in prayer and contemplation, until Allah guides your souls to Heaven. Follow me.” He led them to an area in the back of the warehouse where there were two dozen cots set up. On each cot lay a copy of the Koran. “And now,” he said, “We wait.” 

			Three nights later, a few minutes after 10:00 in the evening, the Sheikh, Khalid, Hamad and two other men stood near two large panel trucks parked in the warehouse. Both of them had lettering on the sides. One read “Jezry Florists,” and the other read “Farouk’s Catering.” Both had ramps built next to them, allowing access to their roofs. Both roofs had open trapdoors. Inside one truck was twelve Infected, and inside the other were ten. The entire warehouse reeked so badly of Infected, the men’s eyes were watering and they held handkerchiefs to their noses. 

			“We can’t wait any longer. Everyone else is ready.” Two men still sat in the back room on their cots. They were brothers, from Yemen. Both of them had been bitten on the hand. Both their hands had become inflamed, and then the inflammation had slowly gone away. Now they appeared to be perfectly healthy, although in need of a shower and shave. One of them looked dejected, but the other one tried hard not to show his relief.  

			“What shall we do with them?” Khalid asked. “We can’t leave them here.”

			Hamad said, “I think we should kill them.”

			The sheikh sighed and shook his head. “No,” he said. “Allah has chosen not to take their lives. Perhaps they aren’t of pure enough spirit, but perhaps He is simply saving them for another purpose. Bring them to me.”

			When the men stood before him, he addressed them. “Allah has seen fit that you do not die today. Here.” He pulled out his wallet and handed them some money. “Take this. Disappear. Allah be with you.” 

			Twenty-five minutes later, both trucks sat at stoplights in Midtown Manhattan, one at 47th at the north end of Times Square, and the other at 42nd, opposite Bryant Park. On this warm Saturday night, both locations were packed with people. 

			In downtown Chicago, the annual Gospel Music Festival had just ended in Millennium Park. Tens of thousands of people were streaming west toward Michigan Avenue, and the buses and trains that would take them home. 

			In front of the Bellagio Hotel in Las Vegas, the sun was setting and the fountains erupted in a fantastic display. Hundreds of people crowded around to watch. Thousands more bustled up and down the broad sidewalks. 

			At exactly thirty minutes past the hour, in three cities, six drivers pressed six hidden buttons and six doors on panel trucks rolled up into the roofs, and a gang of Infected poured out of each truck. People screamed and ran, and were pulled down and savaged. Infected charged from one victim to the next as people tripped over each other trying to escape. 

			Police reacted immediately, rushing into the chaos with guns drawn, but the driver and passenger from each truck dismounted with machine guns in hand and began spraying the approaching cops and firing randomly at people around them. The carnage was horrific.

			In Chicago, one Infected chased people down into the busy subway station at Monroe and State. The crowd panicked at the sight and in the subsequent pushing and shoving, a half a dozen people tumbled off the platform and into the path of an oncoming train. Many more were bitten and soon turned.

			In Las Vegas, the shooters from the trucks had managed to kill most of the police on the scene, and several of the Infected charged into crowded casinos, wreaking havoc. 

			The death toll, including all those who were bitten and subsequently succumbed to the parasite, amounted to over twelve hundred. The lowest total was one hundred and twenty-seven in Chicago, where the crowd was mostly local and a relatively large number of them were carrying concealed firearms. Far fewer people in New York were armed, where the city still clung to its anti-gun laws, but there were more police on the streets. The worst total was in Las Vegas. Because almost all of the people on the Strip were tourists, hardly any of them were armed, and it was up to police and casino security people to deal with terrorists and Infected alike. 

			The Saudis traced the attacks to a group within the royal family itself. For two generations, certain members of the family had supported terrorists around the globe, funneling millions of petro dollars to Al Qaida and ISIS and other radical groups. They had been tolerated, as the Saudi family walked a delicate tightrope between the West and the fundamentalist Wahhabi Islam sect they funded. But this far exceed the limits of anyone’s tolerance, especially when the Secret Police discovered the camp where scores of children had been deliberately infected to produce the six that were used for the mission, Hundreds of arrests were made, and many gallons of royal blood were spilled in public beheadings. 

			However, in the US, the damage was done. The attacks were live-streamed in a dozen different media, and the public watched in horror as naked zombies ran down the streets covered in blood, and adults and even small children were torn apart in front of their eyes. The next day, a stunned silence seemed to settle over the country. Very few people left their homes. Major events were canceled and shopping malls, train stations and other public venues were shut down. 

			Then came the inevitable political backlash, as opportunists screeched out their demands. Resign or be impeached, they told the President. Purge the CIA and the Department of Health and Human Services, they shouted. Nervous demonstrators, warily eyeing the crowds around them, massed in front of the Army base at Fort Detrick and the CDC in Atlanta, demanding an immediate release of the secret “cure.” 

			And all the while, trillions of tiny spores swirled through the atmosphere. 

			



	

South Elgin, Illinois

			June 7th

			The old man sat in a wrought iron chair on his front sidewalk, a bottle of beer on the table next to him, tiny rivulets of perspiration rolling down its side. He’d spent a long time at the gun range in Dundee today, and he could feel it in his forearms. He put in an hour or so there almost every day now, working to bring his shooting skills back to where they had been in his younger days, back when he shot competitively. He’d never been a consistent winner, but he usually placed in the top five. In his prime, he could put three rounds into a target the size of a playing card at twenty-five yards, and his double-tap was so fast it sounded like a single shot. Now that target would have to be the size of a man’s head, and his double-tap was two distinct reports, but still, he thought with some pride, not bad for a man who was looking at his seventieth birthday in the rear-view mirror. 

			The afternoon beer was something he allowed himself only rarely. He’d been quite the drinker in high school, partying with the rest of the football team, but he was a mean drunk. He’d get liquored up and all the rage and self-loathing he carried around every day would sometimes erupt, and he’d end up in a fistfight on the front lawn. One night a friend of the older brother of a teammate said something crude to a girl at a party, and Owen called him on it. The older guy was twenty, and refused to back down, so they ended up outside. Owen was three years younger and half a head shorter, but he was strong and tough as nails. When it became obvious the guy was clearly losing the fight, he pulled a knife and came at Owen. He responded by grabbing an empty beer bottle off the grass and beating hell out of the guy, putting him in the hospital with broken bones in his face, and a broken wrist where Owen had disarmed him.

			There were plenty of witnesses who affirmed that the guy pulled the knife before Owen touched the bottle, and the Chief of Police, a man named “Weeb” Elliot was one of the men Owen’s dad played poker with every Wednesday at the VFW, so no charges were filed. But the next day, Weeb called him to the station and sat him down for a hard talk. He told Owen he’d seen many young men start out like him, full of anger and violence, who used liquor as an escape. Mostly they ended up dead or in jail, and did Owen want to do that to his mother? You think hard about that, son, he had said, and Owen did. Since then he’d allowed himself only a couple beers or glasses of wine, and avoided hard liquor entirely. 

			He watched a pair of orioles building their graceful marble-bag shaped nest in the small catalpa tree a dozen yards away. Red winged blackbirds chattered around the marsh, a wren sang somewhere nearby, and over on the river a couple Canada geese were honking. If only it could stay like this forever, he thought. 

			But the news lately had been nothing but bad. All the stock and commodity markets were closed indefinitely. The Fed was working hard to provide cash for banks to keep them solvent, but everyone was pulling their money out and financial institutions were teetering. The number of confirmed cases of the Tawada-Soseki parasite in the US had now topped 1,200,000 and was rapidly accelerating. Travel into the US had been banned from everywhere but Canada. Outbreaks in Mexico and Central America, including a huge one in Mexico City, had driven a flood of refugees toward the US. Millions of refugees were said to be massing at the Southern border. The Border Patrol teamed up with the Army, laying out thousands of miles of razor wire, and there was talk of minefields and orders to shoot on sight.

			Overseas, things were a lot worse. The infection rates in Korea and Japan and the rest of East Asia were over 18 percent, and rising steadily. China had finally admitted they were also hard hit, and said they were approaching a hundred million casualties. North Korea had instituted a total media blackout, but rumors had it that its people had finally become disillusioned with their god-king and swaths of the country were in open revolt. 

			Vladivostok, Russia’s lone Pacific Ocean port, had been totally overrun. The entire city was burning. Satellite photos showed the smoke plume trailing two hundred miles out over the ocean.

			It seemed that wherever there were the worst slums, there was the greatest number of Infected. Jakarta burned and police were barely in control in Manila. Calcutta was a war zone. Indian authorities were barely holding on in New Delhi and Mumbai. Pakistan, also hard hit, decided to take advantage of India’s woes by launching a major invasion of the Indian portion of Kashmir, which it had eyed hungrily for so many decades. India retaliated with masses of men and armor, and a full scale war raged, including conventional missile attacks on each other’s cities. The UN Secretary General flew back and forth between capitals, trying to keep the situation from degenerating into a nuclear war. 

			One of the worst places in the world was Cairo, a city of twenty million people where over half the population lived in slums. Some Doomsday cult had managed to hide tens of thousands of infected and then released them all at once. The southeast quarter of the city was virtually gone with fires burning unchecked. According to news reports, police had managed to seal off some place called the City of the Dead, and there were supposed to be as many as three million zombies locked up inside its walls.  Millions of people were streaming west across the Nile, seeking safety and shelter. A tent city of more than a million people had sprung up at the feet of the pyramids, but food was said to be in short supply. 

			In Europe, the situation was deteriorating fast. Infection rates were now at six percent and climbing. Modern civilization is a very complicated and interconnected machine, which takes an enormous amount of energy to keep running. Problems tend to cascade quickly. An outbreak in a city causes people to flee, tying up the roads. Because roads are clogged, food, fuel and goods can’t be delivered. Store shelves go empty. Factories shut down because they can’t get parts. All over Europe country after country declared martial law. 

			Social media had portrayed the holding areas where people waited out their infections as horrible, inhumane places. They were right, but the public perception caused many people to refuse to turn in family members, keeping them hidden at home, often with disastrous results. Hospices opened where people could wait in peace and dignity, but staff and family members were often unwilling or unable to handle people who had turned, and sometimes entire facilities became hives of Infected.

			The United States was getting blamed for the outbreak by a surprising number of people. Local governments needed someone to pin their woes on. Because of the way the plague was spreading, from East to West, people saw their own countries being wracked by the parasite while cases in the US were comparatively insignificant. Added to that was the fact that mass outbreaks where Infected roamed the streets and hunted down victims, were, like every other kind of misfortune, more common in poor neighborhoods, which meant a disproportionate number of the victims were downtrodden citizens of the third world. Enemies of the US were quick to blame the whole thing as a plot of the CIA or white supremacists to conquer the entire planet.

			Anti-US riots occurred across the globe. Embassies burned and American expatriates were murdered. American troops overseas were largely confined to their bases while defenses were hastily erected; embassies and consulates closed and officials posted travel advisories for much of the third world. Back in the US, social justice warriors screamed for blood reckoning, and craven members of Congress leapt to the front of the parade to demand investigations into the accusations of a deliberate plot. 

			Congress had been carefully and frequently briefed about the parasite’s progressive nature, and they all knew how ridiculous the charges were, but that didn’t stop some of them from pandering to the mob. Votes were still votes.

			The old man was thinking about the fact that he had yet to see an Infected person in the flesh, or a “zeke” as the military called them, when the screaming started. His first thought was that it was probably the band of kids who were always playing on the quiet little street, but then a note of terror had him up and out of his chair. He ran around the corner of his garage and could see the naked form of an Infected crouched over a body sprawled down the concrete steps of a nearby building. He saw with a shock that the Infected was Susie, a pretty young red-headed mom of two little kids who lived at the top of those stairs with her husband, Jerry. The children and the few adults on the street were scattering like chickens under a diving hawk. The zeke’s head snapped up and it focused on them. It took an awkward step forward and tumbled down the stairs. 

			He shouted, “Boys, harass!” and the two big dogs took off at full gallop straight toward the bloody thing. He ran inside his front door, pulled open the drawer of a small antique desk, grabbed a gun and ran back out. He’d picked up the gun, an old Detonics .45, years before. It was a well-made gun, and one of the first .45s to be small enough for concealed carry. Don Johnson packed one on the Miami Vice television show as his ankle-gun and so for a while they were popular. But they were expensive, and after the show got canceled people quit buying them, so the company quit making them. There were better guns around, but he’d always liked keeping this one in that desk drawer, in case the wrong kind of company showed up at the front door. 

			The boys had reached the Infected and were, as commanded, harrying it, dancing around, feinting and withdrawing and keeping it distracted. Both the dogs were highly trained; it had been a hobby of his for decades. In addition to the regular Schutzhund commands, he had added a few of his own, including this one. They were keeping just out of the Infected’s reach, barking and snapping and generally making themselves more interesting than anyone who might be nearby and in danger. They were obviously enjoying themselves mightily. Both of their stubby tails vibrated at high speed. 

			The thing paid almost no attention to the old man as he approached. It leapt at Tank instead, teeth bared, missed, and fell to the ground. As it scrambled to get up, he shot it twice. The first round passed through its shoulder beside its neck. The second round hit it in the face and blew out of the back of its head, nearly decapitating it in the process. It reminded the old man of one of his favorite T-shirts. It had a picture of a .45 bullet, and the slogan “Short, Fat, and Slow Still Gets the Job Done.” Especially when it’s a hollow point, he thought.

			One of the neighbors, Manny, leaned out of his door with a phone pressed to his ear. “Did you get it?” he yelled. 

			“Yeah, this one anyway. Call 911!”

			“I’m on the line with them now,” he shouted. “They’re on the way.”

			The old man ran up the stairs past the fallen man who, he saw, was indeed Jerry, the husband. He could see blood still pumping weakly out of his neck. He thought for a moment about trying first aid, but realized the man was now infected himself, and better a quick death now than an inevitable one in a few days. 

			He stepped up to the screen door and hammered on it with his gun butt. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” he yelled. He figured if there were any Infected inside, that should draw them to him. He waited a few moments, and when he heard nothing he stepped inside, pistol at the ready. His heart sank when he saw the trail of bloody footprints coming down the stairs. 

			He followed the footprints to their source, a child’s bedroom at the end of the hall. On the frame of the doorway he could see a bright splash of blood. He took a deep breath and stepped in. A moment later he came back out, his face pale. The remains of the children, a baby of less than a year and a bouncy happy toddler, hadn’t looked remotely human. 

			A police car pulled into the small subdivision, siren wailing, and screeched to a halt outside. Owen went back down the stairs and reversed his grip on the gun, holding it by the barrel. He put his hand on the handle of the screen door and yelled, “Coming out!” He opened the door a crack and stuck his gun hand out first, and slowly followed it with the rest of his body. 

			The two cops, he could see, had their attention divided about equally between him, the thing on the ground and the two big dogs sitting in the street, tongues hanging out and short tails wagging. He went over to the cops and talked for a while, and when another car arrived with their lieutenant whom he talked with some more. Eventually they were done with him. 

			Manny waited by his front door. “That had to happen sooner or later, I guess,” he said. The old man liked Manny and his wife, Luisa, and their three little kids. The kids always said hi to him, and there was always a friendly wave from Manny and Luisa. They’d sat in Manny’s garage a few times where he had a man cave set up, and watched a game and drank a few beers. Manny had been a hell raiser in his youth, with a juvie record. At eighteen he bought a car from a used car lot, and when he got home he decided he didn’t like the tires that came with the car. That night he got caught breaking into the dealership to steal better ones. He got lucky, and the judge cut him a break. At eighteen he could have been sentenced to real jail time, but the judge gave him a choice of a year behind bars or enlisting, so he joined the Navy. He ended up spending his enlistment working on ships’ hydraulics, and when he got out he went back to school where he got himself an associate’s degree as a hydraulic systems tech. Now he worked for the county public works department and earned good money.

			Manny had a brother-in-law, Ruiz, who had taken the other path. He’d ended up in and out of jail, prison tats and all, mostly drug related but also a couple of assaults. He was a little guy with a big chip on his shoulder. Some nights he and his biker buddies would hang out in Manny’s garage and get loud, but Manny had always been mindful of his neighbors and didn’t let the parties get too wild or go too late. 

			“Yeah,” the old man said. “I’m sorry about Susie and Jerry. I liked them.”

			“The kids…?”

			“Dead. She tore them up pretty bad. Not something I wanted to see.” The old man looked at Manny’s kids peeking around him in the doorway. “You got a piece?”

			Manny nodded. “Yeah, a couple of them. A Taurus 9mm and a Remington 12 gauge. I keep them locked up because of the kids. Might have to rethink that, though.”

			The old man went into his house and got a spare dog bowl from under the sink and grabbed a beer from the fridge. He went back outside and sat down, popped open the beer, poured it in the dog dish and set it in front of Tank and Sonny. “Here you go, boys,” he said. “You earned it.”

			His cell phone chirped, and he saw it was Floyd. “Hey, Floyd,” he said. “You missed all the excitement.”

			“Oh gosh, we couldn’t hardly miss it,” the old man answered. “That gun of yours makes plenty of noise. And all the police? My goodness, Willow was having fits, weren’t you, girl?” The old man smiled. Floyd and Marilyn had outlived both their children, which no parent should ever do, and now they treated Willow like a baby. She clearly adored them both. “Say, Owen, do you have any plans for dinner? Marilyn’s making a big pan of lasagna, and there’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”

			“Tonight? Sure. I was just thinking about frying myself up a pan-full of Spam, but I have to admit, Marilyn’s lasagna sounds a lot better.”

			“Spam?” laughed Floyd. “Man, we had better stuff to eat in Korea, and we were in the middle of a war!” Floyd had been with the Marines 1st Division during their terrible retreat from the Chosin Reservoir in 1950, and had been awarded a Silver Star for his efforts. Once in a while, after Marilyn had gone to bed, he and Floyd had sat up late to drink and swap war stories, one old jarhead to another. 

			“When do you want me there?”

			“Oh, come over any time. The boss says it’ll be ready in an hour.” 

			He went upstairs to shower and change, and twenty minutes later he stood at Floyd’s front door, a bottle of good Italian wine in his hand. The old man opened the door but instead of the big toothy smile he expected, Floyd seemed nervous. He stepped in and saw Marilyn standing in the kitchen wearing an old flowery apron. She looked at him with a melancholic expression and gave him a sad smile, and said, “Hello, Owen.” 

			The signs of her infection were obvious. Her face was pale, her lips were purplish and there were ugly blue patches around her eyes. 

			“Oh, sweetheart…” he said softly. “I’m so sorry.” He gave her a long hug. She resisted at first and then settled into it, sighing. He could feel a tear roll down his cheek. He looked over at Floyd. 

			Floyd ducked his head and said, “Let’s talk about this later, okay? Right now we’ll enjoy ourselves.”

			The lasagna was excellent. He had eaten dozens of variations, in good Italian restaurants and even in Italy itself, and never tasted better than Marilyn’s. After dinner they sat at the kitchen table and reminisced. He mostly stayed quiet and let them do the talking, asking an occasional question when they seemed to be winding down. They were both in their early 90s, he found out, and had been married for seventy-two years. Floyd talked about his first car, and meeting Marilyn, their courtship and his proposal. Marilyn told him about their wedding and their honeymoon at the Wisconsin Dells. They talked about their two boys, Simon and Ray, and about their loss. The stories were often funny, sometimes sad, but all told with warmth and humor. And throughout the entire evening, they held hands. 

			Finally Marilyn began to tire, and Floyd reached out and held onto his forearm. “Owen,” he said sadly, “We’ve been together all these years, and I’m not going to take Marilyn someplace where they’ll put her in a cage, and I don’t want to live anymore if she’s not with me. We’ve decided we’re going to go to sleep tonight and not wake up.” 

			“Oh Floyd…” His heart rose up in his throat. Marilyn and Floyd were almost family, like a favorite aunt and uncle. And now this…

			Marilyn looked at Floyd and took Owen’s hand in both of hers. “Owen,” she said, “We need a place for our baby. We know it’s a lot to ask, but would you take Willow?” 

			His eyes watered. “Of course I will! You know I’ll be glad to have her! She’s such a good girl and the boys love her.” They sat back, obviously relieved. Floyd got up and came back with a half a sack of dog food and a shopping bag. 

			“Floyd, do you have everything… you need?” 

			“Oh yeah.” He smiled sadly. “I’ve got a whole bottle of pain pills. We’re going to get ourselves good and drunk, take a bunch of pills and just go to sleep. When we wake up, we’ll be with Simon and Ray again.”

			“And the Lord,” Marilyn added softly. 

			At the door, he fought back tears, and hugged them both. They knelt and hugged Willow and told her to always be a good girl, and that they loved her very much. Then he and Willow walked back down to his place, his footsteps echoing in the dark.

			



	

Yaizu, Japan

			June 15th 

			The big trawler rocked gently alongside the concrete wharf, her deck buzzing with activity. Down in her hold were mountains of gleaming silver fish. Men shoved huge nets on long poles into the open holds, pushing them deep into the pile. Cables attached to the poles hauled up the bulging nets and swung them over the side of the ship, to the waiting mouths of bright blue wheeled crates the size of dumpsters, where men yanked at cords and the bottoms of the nets opened and disgorged the catch. As the crates filled, forklifts swooped in and hauled them off to the nearby processing sheds, while the men shoved the next cart into place. Two men stood nearby, watching the process. They had known each other since childhood. Both men wore swords. 

			“Looks like a good haul, Hideo.” Kenji Murata, master of kendo and Itto-ryu, and now most famous for being the father of “Samurai Girl” Mitsuyo Murata, stood with his arms crossed over his chest, his sword Tiger’s Tooth at his side. A slender man, he wore, as he always did now, the traditional baggy pants and keikogi of Itto-ryu. Short, with a lean almost wolfish face, he bore more than a passing resemblance to Seiji Miyaguchi, one of the actors who starred in The Seven Samurai. Several of the men working around them carried swords as well, and there were others strapped with cleavers and long-bladed knives. 

			Hideo Enchi, his boyhood friend and now manager of Lucky Flying Fish Seafood’s processing operation in Yaizu, nodded. “Fewer boats out now, but we’re seeing more fish per boat. Probably because of the reduced competition.” The spread of the parasite among fishing crews, who seemed especially hard hit, plus the increasingly spotty delivery of fuel, had made it harder for boats in the various fishing ports around the country to even leave their docks. They were lucky here in Yaizu; a big fuel depot at the edge of the dock area kept the fleet supplied, and the city was full of men who had sailed with the fishing fleet in their younger days and who now, with the closure of some of the local factories and businesses, were turning up dockside looking for work. 

			In the past, there would have been an aura of humor intermixed with the hard work; an occasional taunt or tease, followed by general laughter. But no one joked much anymore. Almost everyone on the wharf had lost a family member or close friend. Loved one gone forever. The parasite seemed to strike at random. Some families were spared, while others were thoroughly decimated, leaving the city to pick up the pieces of the social fabric. They even had to open up orphanages for children who had lost both parents and all close relatives. 

			The city had commandeered several large warehouses to use as “transition centers.” The individual holding cages were gone now, rejected for lack of space. Sections of the floor were covered with tatami mats for sleeping, and TV sets and game tables had been added to help pass the time. Armed guards roamed the areas at all times, constantly watching for telltale symptoms of impending change like agitation and itching. Internees who appeared to be on the verge of turning were ushered into separate rooms and dispatched efficiently, with a bullet to the head or a quick decapitation. People who carried the parasite, it seemed, were more likely to undergo the change themselves if they were in the presence of others who had turned, as though somehow their proximity acted as a trigger.

			There had already been several mass outbreaks in Yaizu, mostly in some of the seedier sections of town where compliance with regulations was not as wholehearted. The worst one was near Mitsuyo’s middle school by the old Pachinko hall. It had taken the army and the police an entire night to defeat the packs of Infected, and in the end there were over 5,000 deaths. 

			Hunger had become a serious problem in parts of Japan, especially in Tokyo and the other large cities, as the government was increasingly hard-pressed to keep its people fed. Even in good times, Japan imported almost 60 percent of its food, much of it from the United States, mostly in the form of meat and feed for livestock. The US was quietly trying to ship what they could, but everyone knew that those shipments couldn’t last. The national diet was becoming severely deficient in protein, which put increasing pressure on the country’s devastated fishing fleet. 

			“I hear the Navy offered to loan the fleets some sailors to help fill some of the fishing boat crews,” Kenji remarked. 

			“My company has been contacted, but I heard we turned them down. So far we’re doing okay. We’re a bit shorthanded at times, but the board felt it would rather see the extra manpower going to the outfits that really need it.” This was a time of national emergency, and in true Japanese spirit, everyone was putting aside motives of profit and trying to keep the country going. “Here, let me show you something.” They walked through the processing center where scores of people expertly filleted the catch and slid the meat onto long conveyor belts. 

			They stopped in front of a long row of large metal cabinets. Hideo grabbed a heavy mitt from on top of one, and opened the cabinet door. Inside stood a rack with dozens of huge metal trays. He slid one out. Fresh fish fillets packed each tray, all neatly arranged. The edges of most of them were beginning to curl. “Almost done,” Hideo said, and slid the tray back in and closed the cabinet. 

			“Commercial dryers,” he said. “We’re having trouble getting fresh fish to markets and food plants with all the traffic tie-ups. And even if we do, the blackouts are causing a lot of it to spoil. The way things are going, some areas could be without electricity for a long time.” They both knew that “a long time” might even mean “not in our lifetimes.” 

			“So we’ve decided to dry a lot of our catch. That way it can be stored almost indefinitely.” Hideo walked down the row, pointing. “We have pollock, saury, yellowtail snapper.” He paused and slid a big sheet out of another dryer. “Even squid.”

			“Where did you get the machines? China?” Kenji asked. A lot of the country’s machinery now came from China and Korea, and even Vietnam. 

			“No, we tried, but it’s impossible to get delivery on items like this now. The government over there is keeping all that kind of thing in-country.” The whole world trade system was rapidly breaking down as resources became unavailable and plants closed. “Actually, we had an older model that we’d been using for special orders. The mayor’s office put us in touch with a fabricator in town and he made all these based on that one. We’ve got a dozen more on order. Of course, we’re completely violating the copyrights and patents involved, but I doubt that will be an issue again for some time.”

			They kept walking. At either end of the wharf there were several armored personnel carriers. Troops armed with machine guns stopped every person coming in or out and made a careful inspection of hands and faces. Hideo smiled. “So how is Mitsuyo taking her sudden fame?”

			“‘Samurai Girl?’” Her father chuckled. Mitsuyo had become instantly famous when the video surfaced of her single-highhandedly killing two dozen Infected. She had been on national TV talk shows and done video chats with shows in Europe and America. It all seemed silly, but officials from the government had begged him to allow it. In these times, they’d told him, the country desperately need its heroes. The culmination of the silliness, in her father’s opinion, came when a popular TV variety show had her come on and recreate her fight to loud rock music with a series of inflated “zombies” which, oddly, were painted as clowns. He consented, but would not allow her to sully a sword like Willow Leaf with such a frivolous display, and made her use a modern sword from his stocks instead. 

			Things had begun returning to normal for the twelve-year-old. She seemed to have grown up several years in the ensuing weeks, becoming calmer and more confident, more like a young woman than a little girl. As a fortunate side effect of the incident, the city’s school district officials had decided that all middle and high school students would now study sword use each day during physical education class. A local knife company turned out a decent quality blade; abominations to a master swordsman like Murata, but certainly better than nothing if facing an Infected. 

			His family’s kendo school, of which he was the head, was packed. After the world saw Mitsuyo defeat a whole shipload of undead, a huge wave of applicants had appeared at their school. Many family members and senior students, all of whom had achieved prominent rank at the school, had been pressed into service as teachers. Classes now started at 5:00 a.m. and continued until midnight. His father, who because of health problems had passed the school on to Kenji, now taught full time again, though he could see the toll it was taking on the man. Even his frail ninety-year-old grandfather, the great grand master Matsuo Murata, taught advanced students a few times a week. 

			In the past, typical students sought to learn Kendo and Itto-ryu as a way of acquiring discipline and focus, but most of the new ones freely admitted that their goal was to learn to kill Infected, or Zonbi, as they were known in Japan. This occasioned a family conference, at which a spirited debate took place among the extended family gathered in the dojo. 

			Kenji and some of the younger generation favored streamlining the instruction schedule, moving the students quickly to combat training. He and some of the younger generation had been studying the Infected, designing moves and combinations that would be most effective. His father was mortified. Their careful step-by-step instruction had evolved over centuries of masters. Any change merely for immediate circumstance was little short of heresy in his eyes. The debate ranged back and forth across the room until finally Kenji’s grandfather cleared his throat. The room immediately fell silent. 

			“The people must fight to live, or the nation will be destroyed,” he declared. “Who else will teach them to fight? Teach them, that they may survive. No task bears more importance than this.”

			



	

Sawtooth National Forest, Idaho

			June 19th

			Travis Cenarrusa and his younger brother Cody stood by their campsite in the foothills and watched a golden eagle soaring above them. It was a beautiful bird, but one not adverse to plucking a lamb out of the flock and flying off with it. 

			The campsite offered a great view of the surrounding countryside and the 2,000 head of sheep that roamed the hillsides around them. Under a few trees nearby, their horses and pack animals stood in the shade, lazily chewing the sparse grass. 

			On the other side of the flock, which is known to sheep men as a “band,” Travis watched the two big white dogs, Commodore and Cruiser, amble along, stopping occasionally to sniff the air. They were Great Pyrenees, a breed that came from the mountains between France and Spain. They were born sheepdogs—not the kind that drove sheep and herded them through bites and intimidation like a border collie, but the kind that lived placidly among the sheep and guarded them from predators. Cruiser was Commodore’s offspring, one of many in the area. Commodore was widely known for his intelligence and his fearlessness, traits which put him in high demand as a stud dog. He was older now, and he’d lost a step or two, but he was still the best sheep dog in the county.

			As they watched, Cruiser stopped and lifted his head, and then turned his body toward the forest of pines and scrub oaks down the hill. 

			“Looks like Cruiser smells something,” Travis said to his brother. “Something’s got the sheep nervous too.” Some of the sheep down that way had begun milling around and bleating softly. 

			“Probably a coyote,” Cody replied. Coyotes had gotten worse in the last few years. A growing wolf population in the high country drove the coyotes lower, down where men grazed their sheep. In spite of the dogs, they’d already lost four lambs this year in this band alone. 

			Their grandfather Rick, who now ran the family ranch, had seven other bands like this totaling about 16,000 sheep. Every late winter thousands of lambs were born at the ranch in heated birthing sheds, and soon they and their mothers began the long slow drive across the desert plains and up into the foothills, where they grazed on white top, arrowleaf and cheat grass. In order to avoid overgrazing, the sheep had to be moved almost daily, until mid-August when they were rounded up and sheared, and the now mature lambs were sold to meat packers. Then it was a slow drive back to the ranch near Montour, where the ewes would give birth again next winter. 

			Every young Cenarrusa male, and now a good number of the young women too, did their time with the flocks if they had any interest in staying in the family business, and often when they didn’t. It was considered a rite of passage in the Cenarrusa family, and had been so for a hundred years. This was Cody’s first year, and Travis’s third. He had found he really loved the life, the clean air, the open spaces, and life on a horse. 

			It was looking like it might be a tough year financially. The price of lamb was taking a nosedive as export markets dried up and fewer people dined out. But the family had been doing this for 130 years or more, and they’d weathered plenty of other tough times. 

			“Commodore has picked it up too,” his brother pointed. The older dog trotted quickly over to where Cruiser stood, nose in the air. Both dogs were now squared off in the direction of the woods. Even from a hundred yards off, you could clearly see their hackles were raised. He saw movement inside the treeline, and then three zombies burst out of the underbrush and charged up the hill toward the flock. 

			“Infected!” Travis hollered, and they both grabbed their rifles leaning against a nearby log and began pelting down the slopes through the frightened sheep. 

			They watched as the two big dogs raced down the hill to intercept the attackers, Commodore in the lead. The huge dog leapt at the first Infected and latched his teeth into its shoulder, and the two of them went rolling down the hill in a frenzy of teeth and fur. To their surprise, the second Infected changed direction and ran after, and when they came to a stop it leapt into the pile mouth first and bit deeply into the dog’s leg. Commodore emitted a piercing yelp that sounded almost like a human scream, and then started tearing into the Infected’s face and neck, trying to dislodge it. Travis brought his Winchester up and fired twice, hitting the thing soundly in the torso and hips, but it hung on. The other Infected regained its footing and launched itself at the dog, tearing away a big patch of skin and fur off his back. 

			“Head shots!” his brother yelled. “Shoot him in the head!”

			“I know! I’m afraid I’ll hit Commie!”

			The dog yelped again and tore himself away from the Infected on his leg and skittered down the hill, his white coat streaked with blood. Then he reversed direction and charged straight back into the fray. They all three went down in a churning tangle behind a big clump of skeleton weed. Ain’t no quit in that dog, Travis thought. 

			Cody got there first, fired three quick shots, and all movement ceased.

			Cruiser fared better. He had run in on the other Infected, sunk his teeth into its leg and dumped it off its feet. Now he danced just out of its reach as the thing crawled on all fours trying to catch him. Travis caught up with them and put a round through the back of the Infected’s head, which blew pieces of its skull onto the grass. 

			Commodore came limping into sight. His left ear was mostly gone. A big flap of skin was hanging down off one leg, and his coat showed more red than white as blood seeped out of half a dozen deep wounds. Travis went down on one knee next to the dog and held him, and felt the big animal’s body wracked with shivers. He hurt bad, that was clear. He told Cody, “Run up and radio Grandpa, tell him we need a truck for Commie. Tell him I’m bringing him down on the old West Range trail, and I’ll meet him as soon as he can get here. And saddle up Cricket for me.”

			He picked up the huge hundred- and forty-pound dog and began plodding up the hill to the campsite as his brother sprinted ahead of him. By the time he got there, Cody had his Appaloosa saddled and ready, and was just signing off the radio. He went into his pack, pulled out a couple clean T-shirts and used his sheath knife to cut them into strips, and then bound up the dog’s wounds as best he could. 

			“Grandpa said he’s on the way,” Cody told him. “He’ll bring help. Those sheep are scattered all over the place and we have to move them in case there are more of those things in the woods.” 

			Travis handed off the dog to his brother, mounted up, and then lifted him onto his lap and draped his head over his shoulder. The dog’s head lolled limply. There was blood everywhere. Cruiser was there, whining softly. “I’ll do what I can for him, buddy,” he said. 

			He started the horse down a game trail that headed downhill. He soon met up with a two-track jeep trail that could barely be called a road. Another half hour passed and he saw his grandfather’s old Ram pickup bouncing up the trail toward him. When it reached him, a burly Hispanic man jumped out of the passenger side and reached for the limp dog. “I’ll take Cricket back up to camp,” he said. “You ride down with Mister Rick.” He held the dog in his arms while Travis dismounted, and looked sadly at his bloody fur. “You’re a brave dog, Commodore,” he said. 

			Travis jumped into the back seat of his grandfather’s truck and buckled himself in, and then took Commodore onto his lap. “Thanks, Chewie,” he said, and then his grandfather slammed the truck into gear and the took off. 

			“So what the hell happened?” his grandfather yelled as the truck sluiced around a corner, spraying dirt and gravel.

			He related the events, and his grandfather shook his head. “Damn people are leaving off sick folks like they’re dumping an unwanted dog. I talked to the sheriff yesterday and he said they stopped a fella who had just dropped four people off along the road down near Hill City. All of ‘em real sick, gettin’ ready to turn. They were walkin’ up the hill, headed for the ridgeline.” He shook his head angrily. “What the hell are people thinkin’? Nobody lives out here? We don’t have our own Infected, they have to bring us theirs?”

			The truck swerved onto blacktop, and accelerated. “I got Doc Larsen waiting for us at the clinic in Horseshoe Bend,” his grandfather said. “How’s he doin’?”

			Travis looked down at the bloody dog and then said sadly, “You can slow down, Grandpa. He’s gone.” He bent over and laid his head on the big dog’s chest. Commodore had been a fearless protector of his charges. He’d fended off attacks from coyotes, wolves and black bears. He’d been bitten by a rattlesnake, and even shot by some moron walking his dog off the leash around the flock, an act that was illegal as well as stupid. But he’d met his match this time.

			His grandfather banged his hand on the steering wheel. “Damn!”

			They sat around the table at dinner that night, his mom and dad, Joan and Ray, his great grandfather Paul, going on ninety-three but still active, and grandmother Holly, plus Uncle Frank and Aunt Becky, several other cousins and relations and their foreman, Hub Hollander. Conspicuously absent was Hub’s wife, Connie, and his three kids. Connie had succumbed to the parasite two weeks before. Hub’s kids were staying with her sister and her husband in Boise. You could see it weighed heavily on him. 

			Mom and Grandma had put on their usual great spread: a big smoked ham from their smokehouse, potatoes, some early sweet corn and green beans from their garden, and homemade bread still warm from the oven. 

			“I don’t see what we can do, Dad,” Uncle Frank said. “There’s millions of acres and hundreds of miles of road. It’s not like we can set up roadblocks. That’s not even close to being legal.”

			“Then we need to get a law passed! If we don’t, we’re going to get flooded with people from out of state! You know Phil Schieffer found about thirty people from California all camped out on his property on Arrowrock Reservoir? “

			“Yes, I heard that too, dear,” his grandmother said. “They were mostly families with little children. Phil said he didn’t have the heart to run them off. I don’t blame him. Are we going to start turning away mothers and babies?”

			“Grandpa, can I say something?” Madeline said from down the table, Travis’s third cousin whatever times removed. Madeline was whip-smart. At fifteen, she was preparing to enter her senior year of high school, two years ahead of schedule. She was a brilliant techie, the family’s IT expert. 

			Her mom, Andrea, and Andrea’s husband Tom hadn’t been part of the family business. Tom was career military, a captain in the Army Rangers. When Madeline was three, Tom had been killed by a roadside bomb while serving in Afghanistan. Grandpa and Grandma had gone to the funeral in North Carolina, and had persuaded the devastated Andrea to come out to the ranch for a visit. She had stayed for two months, and only returned to the East Coast to sell her house and move everything back here. Grandpa had paid for her to go back to college at Boise State and she ended up with an MBA and now ran the family’s taxes and investments accounts. 

			Madeline was a pretty girl with jet black hair, blue eyes and a generous smattering of freckles. She had always been a very serious, thoughtful child. Grandma had often said, “She’s the oldest little girl I ever met.” 

			“I don’t think we’re seeing the full picture here,” she said. “The CDC has said that it seems like only around three percent of the population might have a natural immunity. Rates of infection keep climbing steadily everywhere in the world, and these spores have been found everywhere. There are probably some right here in this room. That means that sooner or later, everyone without a natural immunity will probably catch it.”

			“What are you saying, Maddy?” Grandma asked. “What does that mean for all of us?”

			“It means that all but nine people out of every hundred in this world are probably going to turn into flesh-eating zombies. More than likely in the next twelve months, the world as we know it is about to end.” 

			“Oh no, child! I’m sure they’ll have a cure before that happens.” 

			The other grownups around the table looked at each other knowingly. The End Of The World As We Know It. In the prepper community, this was known as TEOTWAWKI. They’d been preparing for this, or something like it, for years. 



	

Inverness, Illinois

			June 27th

			“I’m telling you, Don,” the angry woman on the TV said, “This plague is all a product of the CIA and the white racist American government! Who is dying? Black people! Brown people! Yellow people! Who isn’t dying? White people!”

			Dan Booth shut the TV off in disgust. “That woman should carry a plant around everywhere she goes, to make up for the oxygen she wastes by breathing. And what the hell is CNN thinking, airing crap like that?” He sat back in the big sofa and shook his head angrily. “‘White people not dying?’ There are tens of millions of dead in Russia, and millions more in Europe. This is dangerous stuff! It’s irresponsible, and it’s tearing this country apart!” 

			Stories of riots and protests in the big cities flooded the news daily. Almost every city that had a large permanent population of poor people suffered from outbreaks, and the streets filled with angry people who believed that the government withheld a cure. 

			Most of the big old manufacturing cities in the Northeast and Midwest had been hit hardest. Being in the eastern part of the country, the parasite had hit there first and their numbers were building fastest. Cleveland, Detroit, Boston, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, Albany, even Washington, DC, blazed with nightly confrontations between police and rioters and looters, while Infected ran wild. New York had been fairly quiet so far other than a huge outbreak in Queens, but everyone there seemed to be holding their breath, waiting for the explosion. Chicago had some big riots on the South and West sides, and the whole city felt like a wildfire ready for a careless match. 

			California was getting to be flat out crazy. LA was a seething mass of violence. The Democratically controlled government there was actually threatening to secede from the country unless the President distributed the supposed “cure” and resigned. Meanwhile, an angry mob in Sacramento had nearly succeeded in burning down the capital building. 

			On the other side of the world, India had rolled back Pakistan’s invasion force, and launched a successful drive to take Pakistan’s portion of Kashmir. Indian troops had then crossed the border into Pakistan. Pakistan had responded by launching a nuclear attack on Ludhiana, an industrial city of almost two million people in Punjab. Defense systems had brought down both missiles. India lashed back by launching a pair of missiles at nearby Lahore. Both 30-megaton missiles found their mark, and Lahore had been destroyed. Causalities were expected to top five million in the near term. There were now reports of a coup in Islamabad, but by pro-war or anti-war forces, no one seemed to know. 

			A day earlier, Iran had sent three army corps through Iraq with the obvious intention of attacking Israel, led by the Quds Force, the Iranian equivalent to the SS. They draped their tanks and armored personnel carriers with signs that read “Death to Israel” and “Death to the Jews” in Farsi. As they crossed the Syrian border, the Israeli prime minister held a live broadcast. Cameras cut away to an Israeli base “somewhere in the Negev,” as an ICBM erupted out of the ground and soared toward the southeast. The PM spoke quietly but firmly, in English, while an Arabic translation scrolled across the bottom of the screen. He related Israel’s attempts to find a peaceful resolution to the Middle East conflict and the resulting successes and failures of negotiations. Meanwhile behind him an enormous monitor tracked the progress of the missile on a giant map of the region. 

			People in Riyadh and Mecca breathed a sigh of relief when they realized they were not the target. As the speech continued, the missile flew past the coast of Yemen, over the Gulf of Aden and out into the Arabian Sea. A television camera mounted on a drone picked it up live as it ended its flight. A speedboat had used bright red dye to create a circle about 100 feet in diameter in the open sea. The missile splashed into the exact center of the circle, a bullseye from 3500 kilometers. 

			At that point, the Prime Minister looked steadily into the camera and announced that the Israeli nation possessed over three hundred nuclear warheads, plus the means to deliver them. When the first Iranian soldier set foot in Israel, or that of any proxy, or the first Iranian bomb or missile landed on Israeli soil, the government of Israel would institute the Samson Option, which would involve delivering a nuclear warhead to the capital of every Muslim country from Kazakhstan and Pakistan to Morocco and Mali, to every holy place in the Muslim religion, and every Muslim city with a population of half a million or more. Behind him the feed changed to an alphabetical scrolling of all the cities that were targeted. The names were printed in both English and Arabic. He then ended his address by saying, “There will be peace or there will be death,” in perfect Arabic. 

			Much of the world’s press immediately responded by calling it an “outrageous threat,” or a “great crime against humanity.” Analysts noted, however, that the Iranians stopped in their tracks. Two days later a violent coup by the army in Iran toppled the government. A large number of mullahs and government officials were arrested, and the army was recalled home. 

			Dan’s friend Darius Whitehall leaned forward and scooped up a handful of peanuts from the bowl on the coffee table. “I don’t know many people who actually believe this conspiracy stuff, but a lot of black folks are talking about it, wondering if it could be true.”

			“Seriously? They think the United States government might actually launch a worldwide plague? Don’t they know how loony that is?”

			“Black folks have seen a lot go down in this country that white people never noticed. Remember the Tuskegee experiments with syphilis? And there are still plenty of people who believe that crack cocaine was invented by white folks as a way of keeping down poor black people. And there’s this constant drumbeat on CNN and MSNBC. I was listening to a call-in show on WVON yesterday and you wouldn’t believe some of the crazy stuff people were saying. Alien attacks, government plots. Some people were absolutely sure that any white people who had the disease were being taken away to be cured, and then hidden in giant underground compounds in Idaho and Wyoming so that no one would see them.”

			“What about you, Dare? What do you think? Is there a secret cure?” 

			“Honestly, I doubt it, but I’m not willing to shut that door entirely. The United States leads the world in genetic research. It’s the one country in the world that might be able to pull something like this off, except maybe China, and they’re one of the worst hit.” He popped a few peanuts in his mouth and took a swig of beer. “I don’t know. Maybe they are behind it. Maybe they’re sitting on a cure or a vaccine, which they’ll announce they’ve ‘discovered’ when the rest of the world is too far gone to matter.”

			“But why? Why would we possibly do that? This country’s economy is based on trade. What could we possibly gain from killing off all our trading partners?”

			“What would they gain? An entire world! An empty world full of natural resources, an end of most pollution, no challenge whatsoever to American supremacy. These zombie things can’t live forever, and once they’re gone, the US would have the whole world to itself. Make Africa into one giant game preserve. Turn Cuba into a floating resort. Have enough oil to last forever with no fear of climate change. Remember, we’re talking about a country that gave Indians blankets that were infected with smallpox.”

			“Wow! And people really believe we would do that?” 

			“Watch the news. America has always liked to see itself as the good guy, but to a lot of countries we’re the neighborhood bully. Personally, I think we are the good guys most of the time, but with every tinhorn dictator out there screaming that it’s an American plot, a lot of people in a lot of countries are buying it hook, line and sinker.”

			From the kitchen, they heard a flurry of noise and laughter, and comments of “You look so beautiful!” and “Go show Daddy!” Six-year-olds Lainey and Keisha, with three-year-old Hannah in tow, came sashaying in, all dressed as Disney princesses, incongruously wearing cowboy hats. Little Darnell, Darius and Jamaica’s two-year-old, trailed behind them in a tiger costume with a stuffed tail and a hood with tiger ears. His father picked him up and swung him into the air and laughed. “Who’s Daddy’s big tiger man?”

			He hugged the little boy, who nestled into his father’s warm grasp. “Daddy,” he murmured, “I don’ feel good.” 



	

Talnakh, Siberia

			July 1st

			Boris Golovatyj swatted a mosquito and cursed. The devilish things were thick now that the brief summer had arrived. It was almost worth your life to be outside near dawn or dusk when clouds of the hungry little demons descended in vast whining hordes. More than one resident had been shot or beheaded by someone who thought their fierce scratching was the result of an impending turning, rather than a reaction to dozens of nasty bites. Even here inside the building, they were now a constant aggravation. This far north, no one bothered to include air conditioners in any but the most important buildings, and if the residents didn’t want to roast during the short summers, they had to open their windows. Unfortunately, the buildings were old and the screens fit poorly, if there were any at all. 

			It had taken them four weeks of hard fighting to finally gain control of the city, and it was still a touch and go situation. Buildings Two and Three of the New Dawn complex were smoldering ruins, and parts of Four were uninhabitable. Happy Worker complex had been abandoned, with all the bottom floor exits on all four buildings sealed. Each one resembled a giant anthill of Infected. There were some upper floor units with balconies that were open to the elements. Every so often one or more Infected would wander into those apartments, see the people below, and their insatiable hunger would cause them to throw themselves off. The same held true with the windows. Infected would see movement on the ground level, and bang and bang at the windows with their heads until the glass broke, and then fling themselves out and plummet to the ground. Security forces patrolled the areas below, to make sure that none of them survived after the fall. Order had been restored, for now, but the casualties were enormous. The police force was especially hard hit. Of the forty cops on the force when the plague had struck, there were only nine left. Groups like his had been formed to keep the Infected in check. 

			Talnakh had been home to about 30,000 people before the outbreak, mostly housed in four complexes of four ugly buildings each. The town served as housing for the people who ran the vast Talnakh Concentrator, where millions of tons of ore was crushed, sluiced, pounded, slurried and smelted to produce thousands of tons of the metals which brought in so much hard currency. There were shops, restaurants, bars and even a movie theater to help take the edge off the hard life here at the Arctic Circle. 

			Fifteen miles away lay Norilsk, where another 150,000 people had lived. In 2005, the governments of the two cities had been combined, but to long-term residents, Talnakh was Talnakh and Norilsk was Norilsk, whatever the bureaucrats might say. 

			Now there were fewer than 9,000 people left in Talnakh. For reasons no one understood, the plague here was much worse than in nearby Norilsk. Many of the inhabitants had developed symptoms of the parasite and were euthanized, whether willingly or not. Many more had turned and had to be hunted down and killed, or isolated in the big complexes. Thousands had trudged down the road to Norilsk, where the situation seemed slightly better, and some had simply walked off into the vastness of the Siberian tundra. Hundreds of others had killed themselves, mostly by leaping off the top of their apartment building, often hand in hand with a lover or even an entire family. Some showed symptoms, and others had simply given up. 

			Some people had argued that the rooftops should be locked to prevent access. In Golovatyj’s opinion, those losers meant fewer mouths to feed. 

			The Russian government, like most governments around the world, declared this a temporary situation for which a solution would be found. The government forbade anyone employed by Talnakh Mining to leave the city so that production could recommence as soon as a cure or a vaccine was found. All the top officials and their families remained in their enclave outside Norilsk as a show of good faith. However, every ship and plane that made it into the area had departed stuffed with as many non-employee residents as it could carry.

			They were still receiving electrical power from the plant in Norilsk, where the company kept a supply of fuel sufficient to run the entire factory complex for six months, in case bad weather made resupply impossible. Since the plants weren’t running, there was no shortage in sight, but still, non-critical functions had been shut down to make what they had stretch as far as possible. 

			Food was less of an issue. In the early summer, barges filled with shelf-stable food like canned goods, rice and flour, and tons of frozen beef, poultry, pork and mutton sailed up the huge Yenisei River from the city of Krasnoyarsk, where it was gathered by rail from across the country. As an important source of foreign currency, supplying food to Norilsk was always a high priority. Shipments of fresh food, like fruit and vegetables, however, had quickly tapered off as the country descended into chaos. A huge greenhouse complex outside Norilsk did take up some of the slack, but it couldn’t produce enough to keep the whole population supplied. 

			Food, however much they had on hand, would not last indefinitely. It’s almost a race, he thought, to see if the food would be gone before all the people were dead.

			His team now consisted of eleven fighters, plus himself as the leader. He still had Dmitri with him, plus Natalya and a handful of others from those first days. Irina turned a few days after they had fought their way out of the complex. Pavlo had died in a drunken knife fight over a woman. 

			Their responsibility was Midnight Sun Building #1, a squat insult to architectural aesthetics painted a weathered aquamarine, and one of only two residential buildings that were still fully occupied. The mandatory daily physical inspection had just finished in the lobby, and anyone who hadn’t reported in had to be located and checked. People showing signs of infection were either escorted to the holding area in the sluice plant, or destroyed if they had already turned. 

			He wore a peculiar-looking outfit. He still had on his fireman’s canvas pants and long coat, but to these had been added reinforcing legs and sleeves made of an extra layer of heavy canvas, as well as a heavy strip over his shoulders and across his back. His hands were covered in heavy gauntlets made from welder’s gloves with thin metal strips sewn onto the backs. On his head he wore a canvas hood with a drawstring that closed it tight around his face. Over that he wore a full-face tin mask, plus a lightweight metal collar fitted loosely around his neck. Natalya was his woman now, and had proved to be a genius with a needle and thread. He couldn’t count how many times this get-up had saved his life. 

			Several of the people on his team wore actual suits of lightweight armor made of aluminum and sheet metal. The machine shop turned these out as fast as they could, but he preferred the canvas armor Natalya had created for him, even though it was hotter than the metal armor, because he had been wearing much of it since the first day that things had gone to hell, and he was very superstitious. 

			On his left arm he carried a thin shield made of lightweight steel, with a strap to fit his arm through and a handle to grab. It wasn’t much bigger than a large garbage can lid, light enough to bring to bear quickly to block a bite from an Infected, but heavy enough to stun one if he swung it into its head. He found someone in the building who had some artistic talent and had her paint a grinning red demon on the front. The same demon was painted on the back of his coat, and on the coats and armor of the rest of his team. They were known around the settlement as “Golovatyj’s Demons.” In his right hand he held a sword patterned on the Roman gladius, another machine shop product about two feet long with a wide blade that tapered to a sharp point. This one was heavier than the Romans’ swords, though, and kept razor sharp, enabling him to lop off an Infected’s head in a single powerful swipe. 

			Midnight Sun Building #1 still housed about three thousand people, and there were 31 no-shows on his list. Some of them had turned out to be sleeping in, or just uninterested in being inspected. Golovatyj had demonstrated the importance of their daily inspection with a few hard slaps to the head, which, coming from his massive arm and leather-gloved hand, were enough to leave them with bruises that would take days to fade. No-shows made him angry. “Zhri govno i zdohni!” he said to one of them, a man who was clearly drunk and staring up at him blearily from the floor. “You think I want to waste my time coming up here to look for you? Tomorrow you’d better be downstairs when you’re supposed to, or I’ll take you up to the roof and throw you off myself.”

			They were about three quarters of the way through the names. They had found eleven people with symptoms who were now being escorted away by four members of his team, and one apparent murder suicide. They stopped at apartment 638, which was supposed to contain a husband and wife and their one child. None of them had shown up downstairs. His team all sweated badly now, and the day clearly wore on them. He banged on the door and yelled, “Building security!” and waited. No answer. He nodded to Dmitri. Kicking in doors was one of the perks of the job, and it was Dmitri’s turn. 

			The door smashed open under Dmitri’s heavy boot and a wild-eyed naked Infected launched itself at his face. He brought his sword up in a smooth motion and impaled it under its chin, his blade slashing through its brain stem and out the back of the skull. He used its own momentum to hurl it into the wall behind him, where it collapsed in a heap. 

			There were high fives from the other crew members and muffled calls of “Nicely done!” Then a bedroom door opened and a man with a gun stepped out and shot Dmitri in the face. The rest of the team dodged out of the line of fire. “You bastard!” the man screamed. “That’s my wife!”

			Golovatyj gave a nod to one of his crew, who unlimbered a shotgun strapped over his shoulder, stepped into the doorway and fired both barrels. He quickly opened the breech and shoved in two more shells, then snapped it closed and entered the room. 

			Golovatyj moved in behind him. The husband was lying on his back staring at the ceiling, his chest shredded, his eyes rolling up into his head. He picked up the gun lying next to the man, an old Vostok .22, and slipped it into his pocket. He turned back to the hallway where Dmitri sprawled, a hand to his bloody face, and swearing a blue streak. 

			Golovatyj kneeled next to him and said, “That looks like it hurts.” 

			“Yob tvoyu mat, it hurts!” 

			Golovatyj gently pulled Dmitri’s hand away from his face. A small round hole punctured his right cheek, below the cheekbone. He grabbed Dmitri’s chin in his large hand and turned his head. There was an exit wound on his jaw near his ear. He probed the cheekbone lightly with his thumb. Dmitri winced but lay still. 

			“You got lucky. Came in your cheek and back out here. Might have chipped your cheek bone and maybe your jaw, but it could have been a lot worse. Good thing it was just a .22.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the gun. “Here,” he said. “A souvenir. Get your ass to the clinic and have them take a look at your face.” He nodded at another figure bundled up in canvas and armor. “Katje, go with him. Make sure he gets there all right. Clinic first. Vodka after.” Katje was a striking blonde who had worked at the processor. She lost her boyfriend two months before, and lately it seemed like she and Dmitri were sweet on each other. 

			“Hey boss, we have a survivor.” He looked into the bedroom door and saw a small pair of terrified eyes peeking over the far side of the bed. 

			“Svetlana!” He called over his shoulder. “Got one for you, Grandma.” 

			A short stocky figure stepped up next to him. She pulled off her face mask and pushed back her hood. Underneath she had the kindly face of a babushka, a 55-year-old grandmother of four with a gentle smile, and a look that totally belied her ferocity with the cut-down fire ax she carried at her side. She nodded and spoke softly to Golovatyj. “Find something to cover her parents,” she whispered, and then sat down on the bed near the little girl. “I’m Grandma Svetka. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

			They got through the rest of the building without casualties. Two more people had turned and three were symptomatic. When they were finished, Golovatyj dismissed his team and headed for the old building management office, which now acted as the command post for all of Talnakh. He turned in his report and then stepped into the open doorway of the old manager’s office, where a gray-haired man with glasses sat behind the big desk. Konstantin Bunin had been the Assistant Head of Logistics, before everything had come apart. He was among a group of a half-dozen former company officials now in charge of administering Talnakh. They were not considered desirable posts, since it meant they had to live here, and not in the swank subdivision built for the company elites outside Norilsk. 

			He was an educated man from Moscow. He and Golovatyj had little in common, but they had formed a friendship in these troubled times. Photos of his wife and several of two smiling families, his sons and their wives and all his grandchildren, sat on the counter behind him. They reminded Golovatyj of happier days. He wondered how many of them were still alive. Bunin’s wife, he knew, had passed away a year before from a heart attack. 

			“So what’s the count today, Boris?” he asked.

			Golovatyj settled his big frame into a chair. “Between morning inspection and patrol, thirty-eight,” he said. 

			The older man shook his head. “Thirty-eight today, thirty-two yesterday, forty the day before that. At this rate, by winter you and I will be the only ones left.”

			“Any word on supply of fresh food?” 

			The ice had melted on the seas to their north, and right now they should have been receiving a steady stream of supplies for the stores and businesses in the area, and with them, crates of oranges, plums, lettuce and other perishables. Ships from Archangel and Murmansk would sail across the Barents Sea and down the Yenisei River as far as Dudinka, where ingots would be loaded and supplies offloaded and shipped by rail for the last 120 kilometers across the tundra. But the company that owned the whole operation including the city, Talnakh Nickel, was in chaos, just like the rest of the country. 

			“Nothing. When I’m able to get through at all, they say they’re working on it. But right now we have no production and no one is in the market for metal even if we did. I don’t know when we’ll receive another shipment from them.”

			“Govno! Then we really are on our own!” He shook his head. “Well, one thing is obvious. If we stay here, we’ll all die.”

			



	

White House

			July 5th

			“Mister President, I have Doctor Rush from AMRIID and Doctor Schooner from CDC on the line,” said the voice from the speakers around the room. The White House Conference Room was crowded with Congressional leaders, cabinet members and military and intelligence chiefs. The chairs at the long table were filled, but this time there were no aides sitting against the wall.

			“Thank you, uh… Donna.” There had been considerable turnover in the White House staff the last few weeks, and it was getting hard to remember all the names, something he’d always made a great effort to do. People always felt good when you remembered their names, as his father had taught him. 

			“First of all, Doctor Schooner, I was sorry to hear about Doctor Bradley. He was a good man, and worked hard for his country.”

			“Thank you, Mr. President.”

			“Doctor Rush, what’s the latest on this parasite? Are we getting anywhere at all on a cure, or at least a vaccine?”

			“There’s no progress whatsoever on a cure, I’m afraid. Other than certain people having a natural resistance, we haven’t found a way or stopping or even slowing the progress of the parasite once it enters the body. It seems that either you’re immune or you’re not. As far as a vaccine or some kind of deliverable immunity, we’re making baby steps. 

			“Through DNA analysis, we’ve been trying to isolate some single gene or set of genes that correlate to immunity. So far we’ve been unable to locate any gene or configuration that correlates at one hundred  percent, but we’ve identified twenty-seven configurations with at least a ninety-five percent correlation. We’re trying now to induce immunity through genetic modification by replicating each combination in volunteers who have siblings who have already contracted the disease, so as to minimize the possibility of a pre-existing resistance.” 

			“And?”

			“And nothing has worked, sir. We’re still trying to unravel how this damn thing works, and this triploid DNA structure is giving us fits. We have unlimited access to the Summit supercomputer at Oak Ridge and Sierra at Lawrence Livermore and we still can’t crack it. It seems to have a way of… shifting… so that one time it assumes one configuration and the next time the same sample will indicate something else, which is impossible, but there it is. We’re also sharing all our data with China and their Sunway TaihuLight system and vice versa, but so far everyone is stumped. The bigger problem is, this thing is tearing through the population so quickly that even if we find a way to genetically engineer a fix, there’s no feasible way of getting it to a significant number of people in time.”

			“Thank you. Doctor Schooner, what can you tell me about the rate this thing is advancing?”

			“Mr. President, the percentage of the population worldwide which is apparently immune to the parasite seems to have leveled out at about three percent. In this country we’ve now had over twelve million primary and secondary infections, which is a bit under four percent. The rate of secondary infections is up, indicating that we are seeing less cooperation from the population in identifying people with symptoms. Worldwide, we estimate the rate of primary and secondary infections combined, at eighteen percent and climbing. Deaths associated with the parasite are estimated to have topped one and a quarter billion. Other diseases common to large upheavals and natural disasters, such as typhus and cholera, are also way up as social and political structures break down and infrastructure collapses. 

			“Sir, we’ve been getting data from medical organizations around the world which have been running autopsies on people who have not died from the parasite. People who have died in car crashes, or of cancer, heart attacks, all that. They’ve been examining the target areas of the brain for early evidence of pre-symptomatic infection. They’ve been microsectioning—”

			“Microsectioning? What’s that?” 

			“I’m sorry, sir. It’s a process where a tissue sample is sliced into microscopically thin segments so they can be scanned. Computers then look for the presence of spores, or the various types of parasitic cells. It’s the only way to find them reliably. This is being done in Japan, China, Europe, and the US.

			“I’m sorry to report that among all those sampled, the people who don’t show any sign of infection are holding at about three percent, meaning that essentially all of the world’s population has this parasite already, except for the naturally immune. And it’s only a matter of time, we believe, before every single person who carries it will turn.”

			“Does that hold true in this country as well?” 

			“Yes sir. The numbers here match the rest of the world’s.”

			“So what you’re telling us is that, other than the immune, the whole world already has this?”

			“I’m afraid so, sir. It’s our projection that, barring a vaccine or a cure, by the end of next year the entire world’s population will be somewhere below 225,000,000 people, or less than a quarter of a billion. The population of the United States will be reduced to about 9 million. And those figures don’t reflect an upswing in disease and deaths due to starvation, exposure and violence. And the Infected. Once those factors are accounted for, we’re probably looking at half that. Or less.

			“Civilization as we know it will end. I know that sounds like a line out of an apocalyptic novel, but unfortunately, it’s accurate. In fact, cultures that are currently the most backward by Western standards will probably be the most resilient, at least early on. If you currently make your living fishing out of a dugout canoe or dragging a plow behind a water buffalo, your life isn’t going to change much. For people in the developed world, it’s going to be a nightmare.”

			“All right. Is there anything else you can tell us?”

			“No sir. We’ll keep pressing forward to find a cure or a treatment, but I’m not optimistic.”

			“Doctor Rush? Anything you’d like to add?”

			“Unfortunately, no, Mr. President. I concur with Dr Schooner.” 

			“Okay, thank you both. Please keep me posted with any developments.” He terminated the call. 

			A long silence hung in the room while the people gathered there contemplated what they had just heard. No one seemed to want to be the first to speak. 

			Finally the president spoke. “Okay, here’s some thoughts. Number one, we don’t want to let this get out until it’s absolutely unavoidable. If people know for a certainty that the world is about to end, it’s going to get really ugly, really quickly. So that means closed mouths. Everything that’s been discussed here is now classified as top secret. Anyone who gets caught blabbing about this, and I mean anyone, is going to end up in a jail cell in a federal prison while the world goes to hell. 

			“Number two, I want this crap about my administration being responsible for this parasite and hiding some secret cure to end, here and now.” He pointed to the Democratic leaders of the House and Senate. 

			“That means I want statements from you two that are clear and unequivocal, and I want them repeated as many times as necessary. Get the word out to all your people that this bullshit will no longer be tolerated by you, period. Anyone gets out of line on this, I expect you to slap them down as hard as is necessary.” 

			The Speaker glared indignantly, “Mr. President! What gives you the right—” 

			“Oh for God’s sake, shut up!” the Senate Minority Leader snapped. “You’re worried about winning the next election? Well, there isn’t going to be a next election, probably not for years and maybe never.” He turned to the President and said, “You will have our full support, Mister President.” 

			“Thank you. Now, three, at some point here we’re going to have to declare martial law. We’ve already got a national state of emergency, but we’re going to need more powers than that provides us if we want to keep control and not have the country spiral into chaos. I want to wait as long as we can for that. Put together a working group from the Justice Department and representatives from both parties to decide what triggers we need to look for so we’ll know when the moment is right.”

			“Mr. President?” The Secretary of the Navy leaned forward. The last two months had been difficult for her. She had lost her husband to the parasite, and lost her only daughter when a mob of thousands attacked the US embassy in Jakarta and burned it to the ground. “Sir, it’s my belief that we have to do what we can to help prepare the survivors somehow.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“I mean, how do you skin a deer? Make a fire? Filter water? Grow crops? There are a lot of skills we’ve lost that these people are going to need again if they’re going to survive.” The room sat quiet as the enormity of the question sunk in. How do you save all the knowledge that man has acquired in 10,000 years of civilization? 

			The following day, two men were ushered into the Oval Office. One was Arnie Dumas, a tall angular Mormon congressman from Utah. The other was Steven Reinhold, the junior senator from Idaho. The President came around from behind his desk and shook hands, and then offered them a seat. They waited until the President was seated and then sat on the broad sofa. 

			“I suppose you’re wondering why I asked the two of you here today.”

			The men looked at each other. “Not really, Mr. President,” Dumas said.

			“No?”

			Reinhold leaned forward. “We’re both preppers, and the world is about to go to hell. You want us to help prepare the nation for the crash landing.”

			The President nodded. “I’d say that about sums it up.”

			Dumas smiled. “Actually we’ve been hoping for this call for a while now. You know, sir, millions of words have been written about this scenario. Worldwide plague with a low survival rate, population of the US reduced to, what?” He looked at Reinhold. “Seven million?”

			Reinhold responded, “My people are thinking more like five by this time next year. Maybe less, depending on the severity of the winter and how many of the Infected can be eliminated before things go totally to hell.” 

			“So what can we do to help the survivors make it through?” the President asked.

			“Start fortifying military bases as survival centers. Walls or heavy fencing, redoubts filled with supplies. Food, ammo, medical, the works. Transport as much fuel there as you can, and make sure it all has additives to preserve it. Send them all the survival literature you can get your hands on. We can tell you which are the good ones.”

			Dumas said, “Provide them with tools and seeds for farming, remembering that it’s harder than it sounds to find seeds that aren’t hybrids nowadays. Truck in livestock. Don’t leave it up to the bureaucracy to handle this. Get local contractors involved in building fences and barns with the promise that their families will be let in when it’s time.”

			“What about some kind of knowledge base for the future? How do you build a smelter, take out an appendix, all that?” The President stood up and went to the window. Outside on the street, protesters were carrying signs saying, “Give Us the Cure!” He shook his head. “Oh hell!” he said sadly. “We should have started this years ago, made sure there was some kind of repository.”

			“Mr. President, another thing. You need to make an appeal to the nation to keep vital services like food production and power generation going as long as possible. The longer we can stave off collapse, the more people are apt to make it through.”

			The following evening at 6:59 p.m., the President sat at his desk in the Oval Office. He was outwardly calm, his shoulders squared and his hands on the desk. A single TV camera crew prepared to send out a feed which would be broadcast on every network, every cable system, every streaming service, every radio station, all of them poised to transmit his words. There had been some protests about interrupting their programming by some of the more progressively oriented outlets which, even now, were taking an adversarial stand toward the White House, but their legal teams had quickly informed them that yes, the President did have the power in a state of emergency to compel them to do just that. 

			As the second hand approached the 12, a producer counted down with his fingers and then pointed at the man behind the desk. 

			“My fellow Americans,” he began, “This country and the world as a whole are now facing what is probably the greatest threat in the history of mankind. A world-wide plague, in the form of an infective parasite, now threatens humanity’s existence. Many people, most people, are likely to die in the months ahead. In the United States we’ve already lost twelve million people. The death toll throughout the world has now surpassed a billion, and there’s no break in sight. If anything, the rates of infection are going up. 

			“Because of this plague, last week I declared a National State of Emergency. This allows, among other things, the use of the United States military within our borders to help combat this scourge, assist in the distribution of food and supplies, and deal with the ever-mounting problem of the disposal of those who have died. 

			“We hope this crisis will not alter the way you live your daily lives. In fact, we hope that you will go about your routines as long as possible. Right now, as a nation we have to be focused on two things. Number one is getting us through this terrible epidemic with as little unnecessary suffering as possible. And our brightest scientists, and scientists in countries around the world, are striving around the clock to find a cure, or at least a vaccine, against this disease. Number two, however, is even more important, and that’s to give the people who survive this plague, and our country, the best chance of survival afterwards. 

			“If you have children then you know, as a parent, a lot of what you do isn’t for yourself. It’s for your children. You try to do everything you can to prepare them to go off into the world, carrying your hopes and dreams on their shoulders, and become as successful as they can be. As a nation, we must think of the survivors as America’s children, and do everything we can to send them off into the world to succeed. 

			“So if you work in agriculture and food processing, please keep doing your job and producing as much food as you can, so the people still living can be fed, and the excess stored for the future. 

			“If you’re in manufacturing or retail, please continue to produce everything that might have value to the survivors, and make it available. Now that we’ve largely stopped receiving deliveries of goods from overseas, it’s all the more important that we all step up.

			“If you’re in the energy sector, let’s try to keep the lights on as long as possible. The entire country is depending on you.

			“If you’re in the media, please keep working. It’s more important than ever to keep people informed and keep them entertained.

			“And if you’re in an industry that no longer matters, get out and find a place where you can help! Vital businesses are losing workers every day. 

			“So far, although there have been spot shortages, thanks to America’s brave and hard-working farm families and our great food processing and distribution companies, there continues to be groceries in the stores. In the next few weeks we’re going to be handing out ration cards and setting up food distribution centers in areas that are hardest hit. 

			“We are also taking steps to support our banking industry. We are converting a number of long-term federal investment instruments to cash to ensure liquidity, so that people can deposit and withdraw money from their banks without fear.

			“We will be working with state and local governments to open and staff as many transition centers as are needed to handle all the people who become stricken by this parasite, and to dispose of remains in a humane and sanitary way.

			“We will be constructing survival centers all around the country where we’ll stock food and supplies, and store information that may be vital to survivors. 

			“This is a time for Americans to come together in a spirit of cooperation and love for each other. And with God’s help, and each other’s, we can continue the great story of America. Thank you, and may God bless you, and may God bless the United States.”



	

Inverness, Illinois

			July 12th

			The grown-ups sat around the table on the patio at Dan and Terry’s house while the kids scampered around the play set out in the yard. Jack and Anita were there, and along with Uncle Owen, Jack and Evan, plus the Whitehalls. Owen had shown up with a pack of thick T-bone steaks, which were currently sizzling on the grill.

			“T-bones!” Evan had exclaimed. “Where did you find these? I can’t believe it!” There’d been shortages in grocery stores around the country, especially in perishable goods, and the quality and variety had taken a nose dive. Power outages, traffic snarls and disruptions in the delivery chain due to manpower problems had made it increasingly difficult to get fresh meat and produce, and the prices were through the roof on items like prime cuts of beef, assuming you could even find them,

			“Straight out of my freezer,” Owen said with a smile. He’d loaded up on steaks before there was any sign of a shortage. “Got them from a butcher in Elburn called Ream’s. Best meat around. You should try their bratwurst.”

			He’d been on the phone that morning with a friend and hunting buddy back in Telluride, a man named Jerry Pretty Weasel. Jerry was a full-blooded Crow, originally from the reservation in Montana. He’d moved to Telluride a decade before with his pretty young wife Tonya. He owned a successful shop where he repaired ATVs in the summer and snow mobiles in the winter. As far as the old man was concerned, he was a damn genius with motors and things mechanical. They’d done some hunting together over the years, mostly elk and mule deer. 

			They exchanged news about the general deterioration of the state of things. Jerry asked him, “So, you comin’ back here sometime?”

			“I don’t know, amigo. My family is here and I want to stick around and take care of them. We’ve talked about coming out there, all of us, but they don’t want to leave. I guess they’re hoping this will all blow over.”

			“Not much chance of that, seems to me. History kind of repeating itself, only this time it ain’t just us Indians gettin’ it in the ass, it’s everybody.”

			 Owen agreed. He said, “Hey, buddy, I want you to do me a favor, if you don’t mind. I don’t know how much longer you’re going to have power, but it isn’t going to last forever. You still have a key to my place, don’t you?”

			“Yeah, hangin’ in the kitchen cabinet. What you need?”

			“I’ve got about two hundred pounds of meat in the freezer in the garage. There’s a quarter beef, plus a lot of elk and venison. I’d like you to distribute it for me. Take whatever you can use yourself and find some people who need it to give the rest to. Can’t stand the idea of it rotting while people go hungry.” 

			“Sure, I’ll do that. But what if you change your mind and come back here?”

			“Woods are full of game, my friend. And when you’re in my house, take a good look around. Take anything you can use; food, gear, whatever. On the mantel in the living room there’s a little Pueblo acoma pot. The key to the gun safe is in there. Grab whatever you want. In fact, take them all. Might be able to use them for trade later.”

			“Man, that’s pretty nice of you. I appreciate it.”

			“Hell, they’re not doing me any good back here. And I went to a gun shop here before the shit hit the fan and loaded up, so I’m good.”

			“It’s so nice of you to share those steaks,” Terry said, enjoying the aroma of the grilling beef. “It’s so hard to get really fresh food now. I’m glad we put in the garden. Everything in the salad came from our there, plus the zucchini and summer squash. Even the tomatoes and peppers in the salsa.” She shook her head. “I had no idea how much work a garden takes. It seems as soon as I turn my back, a hundred more weeds sprout up. The girls have been a big help.” They had about a quarter acre planted with vegetables. Terry had bought herself a pressure cooker and was learning how to can. 

			Darius and his wife Jamaica held hands. Jamaica had taken the death of two-year-old Darnell very hard. A few hours after he complained of not feeling well, telltale blue blotches began appearing on his tiny fingertips. Jamaica wept and held him through the night. About two o’clock the following afternoon, he had his first convulsion as his little body fought the parasite trying to colonize his nervous system. Two hours later he regained consciousness for the last time, exhausted from the fight and the tremors which wracked him. At twenty minutes after 6:00, his breathing stopped. Jamaica wailed in horror and disbelief. 

			They’d called the coroner’s office and were put on hold for almost 45 minutes before their call was taken, and they were told it would be two days before anyone could be there to pick up the body. The coroner’s office suggested they call a funeral home instead, but the funeral homes they called were all booked solid. 

			The following afternoon, while Darius desperately worked the phone, there was a knock on their door. It was Evan, Dan and Terry and their kids, and Uncle Owen. Owen walked them out to his car and showed them a small, toddler-sized pine coffin he had made. The pine was sanded smooth and oiled, and there were decorative brass hinges. The words “Darnell Whitehall” were elegantly wood-burned into the lid, surrounded by clusters of flowers. 

			They buried Darnell under a huge lilac bush in their backyard. Jamaica wept and swayed and Darius had to hold her up as each adult in turn spoke about Darnell and their favorite story about him, and then Evan said a prayer. Dan and Owen used straps to lower the tiny box into the grave, and Terry helped the three girls cut flowers from the garden and throw them onto his coffin. When it came time to fill in the grave, they half carried a sobbing Jamaica back into the house. Darius wouldn’t let anyone help him fill in the hole, and soon his shirt was wringing wet in the July heat. 

			“So, Darius, you guys are determined to head for Texas?” asked Evan. 

			Darius nodded. “We’ve thought about it, and we think it’s best. My Moms is down there, and she needs us, and Jamaica’s family is there too.” Darius and Jamaica had met at Texas A&M, where he played right field for the Aggies and majored in poli-sci. Jamaica was majoring in computer science. She was a shy, lovely girl whom Darius had set out to win from the first moment he saw her. She thought he was too loud and too full of himself, but slowly he wore down her resistance. She finally agreed to go out on a date with him, a dinner that ended up lasting until the restaurant closed. Instead of the shallow jock she had assumed him to be, she found a complicated, intelligent young man with a strong sense of right and wrong. They got married before their senior year. Some people figured she must have been pregnant, but it was really just that they loved each other so much. 

			After graduation, he got accepted into John Marshall Law School in Chicago, his father’s alma mater, and she found work as a data analyst for the Allstate Corporation, at their sprawling headquarters in the Northfield suburb of Chicago. When he graduated, he spent four years in the Public Defender’s Office in Chicago and then struck out on his own. Jamaica formed her own data company, and now had a partner and ten employees. 

			Jamaica sighed. “My company has pretty much had it. All my clients are insurance companies, and they’re going under, one after the other. Data analysis isn’t really a skill many people need at this point.”

			Terry leaned forward and poured some iced tea. “I’m in pretty much the same boat. My company is laying off people right and left. Online sales right now have shifted enormously. People want tents and camp stoves, and pre-packaged food. Honestly, I think if you put the word ‘survival’ in the title, people would buy just about anything. Survival boots. Survival sweaters.”

			“Survival chewing gum,” Dan added. 

			“Almost! It’s nuts. And my company isn’t geared to that kind of thing. I’ve moved everything that has any survival value, like Blackhawks backpacks and Chicago Bears winter coats, to the front of the website and they’re moving like crazy, but nobody is in the market for a scale model Star Wars TIE Fighter right now. And we’re having more and more trouble getting any inventory. Asia has almost completely shut down as a manufacturing center, at least for export, and that’s where 90 percent of our goods come from. We’ve been scouring the warehouses and importers and buying up smaller companies’ inventories. But that can’t last much longer.” 

			Dan stepped over to the cooler and grabbed a beer. “Anybody…?” he asked, looking around. “I know my side of the court system is going nuts. Crime is way up. Police forces are getting short on personnel, and the bad guys are coming out like cockroaches. Home invasions, rape, murder… There always seems to be that small part of the population who sees chaos as opportunity. We have no idea how to handle all this. The jails are packed. Almost everyone who isn’t under arrest for a crime of violence is getting released on his own recognizance.” 

			Darius sighed and nodded. “I think part of the reason I want to get out is, I’m having real mixed emotions about the turn my job has taken. You’re right about property crimes. I’m getting exactly that on my end. Those guys call me and I tell ‘em to just wait a few days until they get in front of the judge and they’ll be out. 

			“It’s the other ones that are keeping me awake. You know, the whole system is based on an adversarial relationship between the prosecution and the defense. So even if I get a really bad guy as a client, I can tell myself it’s my job to see he gets a good defense and it’s Dan’s job to see that he’s properly prosecuted, and that’s what passes for justice. I’m okay with that. But now...” he shook his head. “Now I’m looking at putting some animal out on the street when, the way things are going, this may be the justice system’s last chance at this guy. In a few months, who knows? Things fall apart bad enough and maybe there’s no courts and no cops, and all of a sudden he’s the wolf and the rest of us are the sheep.” 

			Jamaica leaned forward. “We feel like we need to get my family somewhere safe, and I don’t feel like this whole area is going to be safe a few months from now. My Uncle Cyrus is retired Navy and he has a small ranch about an hour west of Wichita Falls down in Texas where he and Aunt Hattie raise horses and have a few head of cattle. My mom is already staying there, and they’re real happy to hear we’re coming.”

			Uncle Owen nodded. “Yeah I like your Uncle Cyrus. He’s a good guy.” Cyrus, it turned out, was a fan of his artwork and when he found out Owen wanted to hunt hogs, he immediately extended an invitation. When they first met, they sized each other up as old veterans will do, and both liked what they saw. Cyrus had been a brand new seaman aboard the aircraft carrier Midway during the final evacuation of South Vietnam in 1975, and helped dump multi-million dollar helicopters over the side  to make room for incoming choppers full of desperate refugees. He retired as Master Chief thirty years later. 

			The hogs were wary but plentiful and the locals hated them for all the destruction they caused. They made for great barbecue, too, if you brined them for a few days to get rid of the “gamey” taste. 

			“So how will you get there?” Evan asked. “You going to fly or drive?”

			“We’re driving. Even without any furniture we have too much stuff to fly, and we don’t trust a moving company the way things are,” Jamaica answered. “We’re renting a trailer. Darius is going to be pulling the trailer with the Forerunner and I’m going to follow in the Beemer.”

			Uncle Owen stretched and said, “Hey Darius, Jamaica, come with me a minute.” They walked together around the front of the house to the driveway. “So what route are you taking?” he asked.

			“Oh, I guess I-55 down to Saint Louis and pick up I-44 to Oklahoma City. Why?”

			“I wouldn’t. St Louis is turning into a shooting gallery, and Oklahoma City’s been having a lot of trouble lately. I’d stay away from the cities. Take I-57 down to Cairo and then pick up 55. Use the blacktop roads to avoid Memphis, whatever you do. Little Rock should be okay. I’d stay out of Dallas Fort Worth, too.”

			“Okay, thanks.” Darius had deposed enough witnesses to know that Owen was going somewhere with all this, but he wasn’t sure where. 

			“Listen, I’m not sure about you two taking separate vehicles. If you get split up , it could be trouble.”

			“We’ll be careful, Owen.” Jamaica smiled at him and put her hand on his arm. “It’s nice of you to worry about us, though.”

			They got to Owen’s car. “Are you going to be armed?” 

			Darius was surprised. “Uh. No, Jamaica doesn’t want guns in the house.” 

			“Guns have no place around children,” Jamaica said. 

			“The world has changed, sweetheart, and you better be able to protect your family.” He opened the door of his car and produced two boxes, and handed them to Darius. “These are two brand new 9mm Sig Sauers. I took them out and test fired them, and reduced the trigger pull on both a little bit. You’ve shot Jack’s at the range a couple times, right?”

			“Yeah, but I—”

			“No ‘buts.’ The world is headed to an ugly place. And if you’re still alive when it gets there, you’re going to need to be able to defend yourself.” He set another box on top. “There’s 500 rounds of hollow point in there, plus some brushes, cloths and oil so you can keep them clean. Your Uncle Cyrus can show you how.” 

			“Look, we can’t—”

			He grabbed Darius by the arm and glared at him. “Listen to me! I’ve seen a whole lot more of this world than you have. About seventy percent of the people out there are good people, who will reach out and help a stranger. About five percent are plain bad people, and I know you’ve met plenty of those in your line of work. But the rest are people who live by the rules and obey the law not because they have any kind of moral code, but simply to stay out of trouble. Once the cops and the courts are gone, it won’t take those people much time to realize they can get away with pretty much anything they want. And when that happens, you damn well better be able to defend you and yours, or you’re gonna come to grief real fast.” 

			Darius tried hard not to roll his eyes, knowing that Owen meant well. He knew as well as anyone about the thin veneer of civilization, and how easily it’s stripped away. He looked down at the boxes in his hand and hesitated. There was a lot of road between here and Wichita Falls, and Owen wasn’t wrong about all the bad guys that might be lying in wait between here and there. Still… he started to press the boxes back toward Owen. 

			“No, he’s right.” Jamaica set her jaw. “We weren’t able to protect Darnell, and now all we’ve got is Keisha and each other. And I’m not going to lose either one of you.” She leaned over and kissed Owen on the cheek. “Thank you. Owen. We’re very grateful to you for thinking of us. And for what you did for Darnell. I never did thank you properly for that, that… coffin.” It was hard for her to speak the word. “You must have been up all night making it. It was incredibly thoughtful, and I’ll never forget it.” 

			She hugged him, and hot pink bloomed in both his cheeks. He pulled away, and said, brusquely. “Come on. The steaks should be about ready.” 



	

Chicago, Illinois

			July 15th

			Jack and Anita clung to the straps in the station’s news van as it rocketed around the corner of 51st and Damen Avenue, on Chicago’s South Side. In the past few weeks they had been together almost constantly, running from story to story during the day, and collapsing into each other’s arms every night. There’s something about physical danger that heightens the drive for sex; it’s why soldiers rape, and why birth rates soar in the aftermath of earthquakes and hurricanes. For Jack and Anita, it meant hungry, almost insatiable sex that left them sweaty and exhausted and led Jack to wonder what marriage might be like with this lovely, vivacious woman. 

			The van pulled to a sudden stop at a police barricade. Already, there were news vans from a couple other local outlets. Minutes before, their police scanner had picked up reports of another apparent ambush of police officers in the gang-ridden Englewood neighborhood, generally considered Chicago’s worst. Generations of mutual hostility between the gangbangers and the cops had degenerated into open warfare, as the gangs tried to eliminate the power of the cops and set up their own fiefdoms in the increasing anarchy. 

			This time, according to reports they were hearing, a woman had called in about several Infected roaming the neighborhood. When four police officers had shown up in two squad cars, half a dozen bangers with semi-automatic weapons had opened up on them, killing three. The last officer, a Hispanic woman with fifteen years in the service, managed to get to cover and call it in. 

			The police dispatcher called for All Available Units, and within minutes there were half a dozen more officers, better armed and prepared than the first ones, shooting it out with the gang. Apparently the gang had made a similar call-out, because more armed men, most of them high school aged, could be seen slipping between houses and jumping fences to join the fight. Twenty minutes later it was an all-out battle, with dozens of combatants on each side. 

			The news vans were halted about three blocks short of the scene, along with several ambulances and a couple fire trucks. From down the street they could hear almost a constant rattle of shots being exchanged, and see officers crouched behind a cluster of vehicles. At least two pillars of smoke rose into the air from near the battleground. He swung the big camera onto his shoulder and zoomed to the action down the street. Off to one side he could see Anita and Rudy, their producer, in a hurried conversation with a police lieutenant. 

			Anita ran over to Jack and stepped in front of him so the squad cars down the street could be seen over her shoulder, and raised her microphone. She glanced behind him, and Jack knew that Rudy was giving her a countdown. A stiff breeze blew a strand of her hair across her face, and she quickly tucked it behind her ear. Jack had a moment to think about how gorgeous she looked, and then she started to speak. 

			“I’m here on the South Side near Damen and 53rd, where a few minutes ago several police officers were seriously injured in what has been called a planned ambush. The number of assailants, whom police have described as members of a street gang, has steadily—”

			Behind her a flash of fire was followed by a ball of smoke, and a police car seemed to leap into the air. Several cops went flying, and someone behind them yelled, “That’s a grenade!” Half a second later a huge thump tore the air, and someone else said, “Shit! Where did they get that?” The shooting paused momentarily, and then it redoubled. 

			Someone started shouting, “Out of the way! Out of the way!” and a couple cops dragged barricades aside as a huge armored truck rolled through the crowd of journalists and onlookers and headed for the fight. Most of the onlookers, Jack noted, were area residents, all black and mostly women, who shook their heads in anger and disgust, or stared fearfully down the street at the gunfight. The crowd grew by the minute. Jack glanced around and saw a large group of young men stepping out from between two houses. 

			It took him an instant too long to register that they were all carrying guns. 

			A sudden staccato roar split the air as they opened fire at the crowd. Jack slung his camera to the pavement and lunged for Anita. He grabbed her and started twisting her to the ground as something stung his shoulder. She collapsed underneath him, and he landed on top of her, shielding her body with his own. More bullets hissed through the air above him. 

			Jack saw Rudy run toward the nearby van and disappear inside. A second later he reappeared with an AR15 and returned fire. Rudy had served in Afghanistan, and since the plague hit Chicago in earnest, he’d insisted on traveling armed. A gun barrel poked out of the driver’s window, and joined in. Tom, their driver, was also a vet. He glanced around; a couple other newsies and several cops were returning fire. The crowd was screaming and running. At least a half dozen people had been hit. More, probably, he though. These were just the ones on the ground. 

			The shooters dispersed and took cover where they could find it, behind cars at the curb and the corners of houses. Jack remembered with a start that he, too, was armed, and drew his Sig Sauer. Twenty feet from where he lay, one of them crept around the front of a car, apparently unaware of Jack lying on the ground. Jack shot him three times with his Sig and he went down hard. Another banger who looked no more than fifteen popped up from behind the same car and threw a couple shots at Jack, and then turned and ran back toward the gangway they had come out of. Still on the ground, Jack shot at him twice and staggered him, but the kid kept on running. 

			Jack heard more firing coming from up the street, and looked over to see the rear doors of the armored truck standing open, and several men in SWAT uniforms making their way inside the row of cars parked along the curb. Caught between the SWAT troopers and the rest of them, the last few gangbangers cleared out, running off with their heads low between their shoulders as they sought the safety of the neighborhood.

			Jack got to his knees and looked back toward Anita. She was lying on her back, staring at the sky. Blood soaked her blouse below her collarbone, a deep scarlet stain. He grabbed her hand, and turned her face toward him so he could look into her eyes. They were glassy and unfocused. “Baby!” Jack yelled. “Baby, can you hear me?” She didn’t respond. Frantic, Jack looked around. There were already five ambulances and a couple firetrucks on the scene, waiting for the shootout down the street to end. The EMTs and several firefighters were working on the other wounded. Jack yelled, “Medic! I need help!” and one of the EMTs came trotting over, her bag in hand. 

			She jerked Anita’s blouse open and more blood came pouring out. “Damn!” she swore. She reached into her bag and pulled out something that looked like a tampon and stuck it into the wound, and then laid a thick cloth like a baby’s diaper over it. “I need you to press on this, hard. Can you do that?” Jack nodded. She ran over to another EMT who was bandaging an older woman’s arm. A huge man with red hair, a big red walrus mustache and tattoos covering both arms, his uniform shirt stretched tight across his massive shoulders. She tapped him on the arm, and a moment later they were wheeling a gurney over to where Anita lay. 

			The next thing Jack knew, they were speeding down the street in an ambulance, siren blaring. The female EMT had rigged a bag of clear liquid on an intravenous drip, while the big guy had jumped behind the wheel and stomped on the gas. “I’m Sandy. That’s Griz,” she said. “Let me look at that.” 

			“At what?”

			She nodded at Jack’s right shoulder. Jack craned his neck and saw that his torn sleeve, and blood soaking the fabric. He remembered the sting he’d felt when he pulled Anita down to avoid the gunfire. “It doesn’t hurt,” he told her.

			“That’s the adrenaline. When it wears off, it’ll sting like a bitch. Keep that pressure on her wound while I put a dressing on your arm.” She tore open his shirt, revealing a bleeding groove across his skin. She squirted it with something, dried it, peeled the backing off a dressing and slapped it on the wound. “Bullet grazed you, nothing serious. Not deep enough to stitch.” She looked down at Anita.

			She bent next to Jack and said, “Move your hand.” The cloth was totally soaked with Anita’s blood. She pulled a fresh cloth out of a drawer under the seat and slapped it onto the wound. “More pressure,” she said. She turned to the driver. “I think she nicked the VC.”

			“What’s a VC?” Jack demanded. 

			“Vena Cava. In this case, the superior vena cava. It’s a big blood vessel that collects the blood from your head and upper body and pumps it back to the heart. If she nicked it, she’s losing a lot of blood internally. Oh damn!” Anita’s body started to convulse, her heels tapping on the gurney. “She’s bleeding out internally!” the woman yelled. “How much time?”

			“We should be at U of I in three minutes… oh shit!” The ambulance swung around the corner and the street ahead was blocked. A semi-truck was jackknifed across the road and dozens of people were looting its contents. Griz swung the ambulance up onto the sidewalk, his siren blaring, and laid on his horn. The sound was deafening. Most people scattered like chickens, except for three girls who looked about 16. They strolled down the middle of the sidewalk, deliberately blocking it. Griz rolled up behind them and hit his horn again. 

			One of the girls raised her middle finger in the air, and the three kept strolling, ostentatiously taking their sweet time. Griz opened his window, leaned out and yelled, “God damn it, move your asses! We got a woman dying in here!” One of the girls turned and let loose an invective-laden tirade that would have made a sailor blush. Griz turned the steering wheel and made for a small gap between the girls and a parked car. They leapt out of his way, barely avoiding getting hit, and shrieked curses at him as the ambulance passed.

			“We’ll probably hear about that one,” said Sandy. 

			“Let ‘em bitch. We’ve got the whole thing on video.” 

			Anita’s convulsions had subsided for a few moments, but they returned with greater force. Her heels hammered on the gurney. “We’re losing her!” Sandy yelled. 

			Griz wheeled the wailing ambulance around a corner. “Almost there!” The hospital was a few blocks down. Traffic parted quickly in front of them, and they sped into the ambulance bay and hit the brakes. A nurse and two attendants raced for the back door of the ambulance and threw it open. 

			Anita’s convulsions stopped and her body went limp. Sandy shook her head and said quietly, “Too late.” 

			Two hours later, Jack sat across the street in a bar called The Mirage, nursing a double scotch. He knew the bar by reputation as a favorite of the staff at the University of Illinois Hospital, where Anita’s body now lay. They had rushed her into the ER, and in minutes had cracked her chest open and stitched up the vein, but despite their best efforts they couldn’t get her heart restarted. That was how they described it to Jack. “Despite our best efforts.” After forty-five minutes they had pronounced her dead. 

			He had phoned her parents, who now lived in Nashville where they had three grandkids. Her parents seemed stunned. They’d already lost their daughter-in-law and one of the kids to the plague. They didn’t seem to comprehend what they were hearing, as though their other tragedies had filled them so much that they weren’t capable of absorbing any new ones. Jack hung up and figured he’d check back with them tomorrow. 

			He’d waited around to be interviewed by the police, both about Anita’s shooting and his part in the gunfight. From the police he’d learned that the battle still raged, a running fight between various local gang groups and the police, and that it had spread to other areas in other neighborhoods. The gangs, it seemed, were making a play for their own undisputed control of their territories. That was the big story, but the other one was that the fires ignited during the ambush and subsequent gunfight were currently raging out of control. 

			A few weeks earlier, Saturday Night Live had aired a skit where a family had a cousin show up out of the blue, Cousin Eddie, played by the evening’s guest host, James Franco. Cousin Eddie started showing symptoms, and the family drove him from transition center to center, looking for someone who could take him off their hands, and the usual comedy resulted. Finally they brought him back home and locked him in the spare bedroom. There, he turned. Franco then stripped off his clothes and in network television’s first incident of scripted full frontal male nudity, Franco turned to the camera and sang “Mister Lonely.” Cousin Eddie thereafter became the popular term for any Infected who was intentionally locked up in a building. 

			The attack on the news vans and the waiting ambulances was bad enough, but the first crew in to put out the original fire had been attacked by a Cousin Eddie, and one firefighter was badly bitten. Three more Cousin Eddies were found in the next seven houses. Firefighters refused to go into the area until each house got checked out first by the police, and Jack couldn’t blame them. With the cops tied up       battling the gangbangers, none could be spared to go house to house with the firefighters. The fire spread unchecked in the July heat, and the old houses lit up like piles of kindling. Already over twenty city blocks were engulfed, and the fire slowly spread southeast, pushed by the summer wind. 

			He’d had the TV set nearest him at the bar tuned to the news. There was no mention yet of Anita’s death. Jack wondered if there ever would be, with so many people dying. The video showed armored humvees and personnel carriers driven by Illinois National Guard units heading into the neighborhoods. The Guard had been called out several weeks before, as clusters of undead kept popping up around the city, taxing the ability of the police to respond. Now they were being called into combat.

			Infection rates were estimated to have topped 25 percent of the population worldwide, overwhelming collection centers. During the first few weeks of the pandemic, the country had been able to keep up with the relatively tiny portion of the population that started showing symptoms. A million people sounds like a lot, but in a country of 325,000,000, it’s a small percentage. As the number of people with symptoms grew, a greater and greater percentage of the population was required to deal with them. Even though people who were symptomatic showed obvious physical signs two or three days before they turned, a certain percentage inevitably fell through the cracks in the most diligent areas. 

			“Flying squads” of soldiers, police and even civilian volunteers were formed to deal with any local outbreak before it got out of hand. But as infection rates continued to rise, the country was faced with as many as half a million people per day showing symptoms, and that meant that government-run facilities were often completely overwhelmed, and more and more people were turning and becoming Infecteds outside of anyone’s notice. 

			In response, neighborhoods and towns began opening their own ad hoc transition centers in churches and empty businesses. Electrocution, the accepted method for dispatching the Infected, became unreliable as the city began to experience more frequent power outages. Different means were used in different centers. In most places, the preferred method was to kill the victim before they turned and presented a real threat to their handlers. Victims were shot, stabbed, beheaded, strangled and even poisoned. 

			Nice people who, just a few weeks before, drove trucks, sold insurance and answered phones now spent their days killing their neighbors. Jack wondered what kind of long-term effect it would have on them. 

			Some people were appalled at these “death factories,” as the press labeled them. Many people were unwilling to turn over family members under these gruesome circumstances. Jack couldn’t imagine being the parent of a child, and having to walk their son or daughter up to a building and hand them over, knowing that in hours they would be, well, “euthanized” if you were feeling charitable, “murdered” if you weren’t. Lots of people were handling the situation by locking the symptomatics in a bedroom or closet and keeping them there, sometimes nailing a board over the door, and trying to pretend their loved one hadn’t just turned into a flesh-eating zombie. A Cousin Eddie.

			The Cousin Eddie solution worked with widely varying results. Ironically, in the highest crime-rate neighborhoods, it was often quite effective, because many of those homes had bars on the windows to prevent break-ins, which were just as effective in preventing break-outs. In areas with less crime, it was often just a stop-gap measure. Infecteds with access to a window would throw themselves at the outside the moment they saw movement, unaware and uncaring about a pane of glass in their way. Most people knew enough to nail boards over their windows before they enclosed someone in a room, but not always. People all over the country quickly associated the sound of a window shattering with another Infected loose on their streets. 

			Even in homes where the confinement worked, however, it was very hard on the families. The Infected reacted to sounds, and could be heard on the other side of the door or wall scrabbling to get at the source of any noise they heard. Families either had to walk around literally on tip toes, or be tortured by the sound of someone that they loved who was now a mindless monster inches away on the other side of the door. Infected were also notoriously smelly, with a stench like old pond muck and vinegar, something that no amount of air fresheners could hide. 

			In some neighborhoods, vacant houses were used as mini transition centers. People would wait until their loved ones became sufficiently addled and itchy that they were clearly near to turning, and then they’d be locked in an empty bedroom of a vacant house. When all the rooms were full, someone would spray paint an X across the front door, often with the initials “C.E.” to warn the unwary. 

			A surprising number dealt with the problem simply by denying it, by disregarding what they were seeing with their own eyes while their family member’s hands and lips and eyes turned gray-blue, and their bodies became streaked like Roquefort cheese. These people often became Infected themselves, when they woke to a world of pain as their loved one sunk their teeth deep into their flesh and tore out mouthfuls of meat. 

			“Hey, sorry to intrude. Mind if we join you?” 

			Jack looked around. The two EMTs, Sandy and Griz, stood at the bar nearby. 

			“Yeah, sure,” Jack said. “Let me buy you a drink.” Jack knocked back the rest of his scotch and ordered a round for the table. “I want to thank you two for everything you did today. I know you really tried.”

			Sandy grimaced. “Yeah, we heard she didn’t make it. That’s tough, losing someone like that.” She put her hand on his arm. “Were you two close?” 

			Jack smiled sadly. “Yeah, we’d been seeing each other just for fun for a while, but in the last few weeks, it got pretty intense. Not love, exactly, but…”

			Griz nodded. “I know what you mean, brother.” He tapped a tattoo on his forearm of a skull on two crossed rifles. Above, it said, “US Army Rangers,” and below, “Rangers Lead The Way.” “When you spend time with people in combat, you get really tight.” 

			Jack looked at the two of them together. Griz was huge and weathered, probably around forty-five, with an enormous walrus mustache and flaming red hair already streaked with gray. You could tell he’d seen his share of trouble in life. Sandy, smaller and a lot younger, had long brunette hair and a good figure under her EMT blues. “How about you two?” he asked. “You a couple?”

			Sandy smiled and Griz laughed and shook his head. “No, man,” he said. “I’m married. However, I would gladly kill for this lady. She’s the absolute best.”

			Sandy blushed and then reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re such a sweetie,” she said. 

			Griz drained his glass. “Gotta run. I promised Bobbie we’d go out to dinner tonight, if we can find a place that’s still open.” He looked at Sandy. “You need a lift?”

			“No, I’m good,” she said. She turned to Jack. “You mind some company?”

			“I don’t think I’ll be much fun, but I wouldn’t mind having someone to talk to.” 



	

Pike County, Illinois

			July 18th

			Doctor Evan Booth pulled off the highway onto a county road in his Mercedes GLC. In the passenger seat sat Owen. It had been a long drive from the Chicago suburbs down to Pike County. He had left Dan and Terry’s place that morning after breakfast, swung by to pick up his brother on the way, and together they’d headed toward his log home downstate with some more supplies in the back that he’d managed to scrounge. The Interstate on the way down presented a microcosm of what was happening elsewhere in the country. In some stretches, the grass on either side of the highway appeared to have been mown within the last couple weeks. In other places it grew waist high. 

			He’d felt lucky to find a gas station with fuel available. The Chicago area was in better shape in that regard than many other parts of the country. The enormous BP refinery and storage area over the state line in Whiting, Indiana, still pumped out both gas and diesel so shortages around Chicago were generally temporary. Other parts of the country were not so fortunate. Most of the nation’s gasoline was refined on the Louisiana and Texas coasts, and transporting that gas to all parts of the country had become increasingly difficult. Total infection numbers in the US had now topped an estimated 35,000,000, meaning more than one person in ten was either dead, dying, or undead. Some roads were blocked, some trucks had vanished, some drivers were dead or gone missing. The nation’s fuel supply was a reflection of almost every other industry; it still persevered, but the going got tougher by the day. 

			Morale around the country was falling fast. Companies were closing their doors, often because of a lack of goods to sell. Major retailers like Walmart had acres of empty shelves, as imports from China and the Far East dwindled to a trickle. Food imports were also way down as local governments world-wide were banning the export of anything edible. The agricultural industry at home was having a hard time harvesting, processing and transporting food to retail outlets. The government tried to coordinate their efforts, but as Ronald Reagan once said, “The nine scariest words in the English language are, ‘We’re from the government and we’re here to help.’” Still, they had managed to open the southern border a crack and allow in enough farm workers to help bring in the harvests, especially from the vast vegetable farms in the San Fernando Valley. 

			The biggest problem, of course, was hoarding. It didn’t take a genius to see that everything was crashing, and that the extra case of baked beans you managed to snag today might keep your family alive for another week. Everyone did it. In many areas, when a family left their home or when the last family member succumbed to the parasite, neighbors would gather at their house and divvy up whatever they had. Sometimes the process was peaceful and other times not. 

			The number of home invasions, where raiders killed the inhabitants and looted their supplies, was off the charts, especially in urban areas.

			People who still went to work every day left their homes each morning in fear that when they returned their house would have been looted, and everything they counted on for survival would be gone. Neighborhood watch groups formed everywhere. Armed men and women patrolled the streets, and road blocks were set up to deter anyone who didn’t have a right to be there from entering. Looters were often shot on sight. Police would be called, and they’d usually come out and scratch their heads and say, “Yep, he’s dead,” then get in their cars and leave. 

			Evan still felt waves of guilt about the events in India, and mourning the loss of his clinics there, and all the good people who’d been murdered by the vengeful crowds. He poured his heart out to  his brother as the miles passed, sometimes tearing up so badly he had to wipe his eyes to see the road. Owen sat silent through much of it, just listening and absorbing what Evan said. 

			Finally, when Evan seemed to have exhausted himself, he asked, “How many people worked at your clinic, other than you?” 

			Evan thought for a moment. “Fourteen,” he said. “Four nurses, two lab technicians, and five orderlies. Plus two maintenance men who doubled as drivers, and a receptionist.” 

			“How many made it out alive.” 

			“Eight of them. Some of them made it out the back way through the ambulance entrance when the mob attacked, and a couple more were badly injured but survived. What are you getting at?”

			“Don’t feel bad. The CDC is saying that only about one person in thirty is immune to this parasite. That means it’s pretty likely all of those people would have died in the next few months anyway.”

			Evan glanced at his brother, who sat staring out the front windshield. “Well aren’t you just a damn ray of sunshine,” he snapped.

			They sat in silence for a while. Evan thought about his brother, what a contradiction he presented. He was undoubtedly one of the smartest men Evan had ever met, but he was often too sure of himself. He saw the world in black and white. Things were right or they were wrong, and there was very little in between. He was very conservative in a lot of ways; his favorite saying was Thomas Jefferson’s comment, “That government governs best which governs least,” but he’d been one hundred percent in favor of women’s rights back when that was a divisive issue, and he favored gay marriage, probably because he’d known so many of them in the art world. On the other hand, Evan heard him say on more than one occasion, “The coldest hardest place I ever laid my head was a woman’s breast.” He was a gun-toting hunter, but had many friends who were very liberal.

			Evan knew he suffered from depression as an almost constant companion. In his medical practice, Evan had seen many people with far less impactful mental illness crumble and break under the weight of it, spending their lives holding menial jobs, in and out of institutions, unable to nurture strong relationships. 

			Owen was different. He gave no sign to anyone when he was suffering. “I learned early on,” he said once, “That no one but yourself gives a rat’s ass when you’re depressed.” Even Evan couldn’t usually tell when he was really hurting. He had one “tell” that Evan was aware of. When he was truly, deeply in the heart of the worst of it, he would rub his hand across his face, and stroke his beard. He’d cajoled from Owen the reason why. He said that when he felt really, truly terrible it was though there was nothing else in the world but the depression, no sensations, just a terrible numbness like he was packed in cotton. He rubbed his face, Owen said, just to feel something. The crazy thing though, was that Evan had seen him doing it even while Owen regaled a whole dinner party with his outlandish, hilarious stories from his travels around the world, cracking everyone up and generally being the life of the party. And all the while, Evan knew, he felt so depressed he wanted to crawl under the table and sob.

			The Booths drove down the county road about five miles, noting the tall grass on either side of the blacktop. When they were almost to Evan’s home, they were surprised to see a pickup truck pulled in behind his gate, crossways to his driveway. Two men stood near it, both with semi-automatic weapons strapped over their shoulders. They unlimbered their guns as he slowed. He pulled into the entrance and rolled down his window. Before he could speak, one of them said, “Keep goin’, bub. There ain’t nothing for you here.”

			“Gentlemen,” he said. “You mind telling me what you’re doing on my property?” He put his hand on the butt of the pistol strapped to his waist. Owen, sitting next to him, he saw, already has his .45 in his hand. 

			“You’re that rich doctor that bought this place, huh? Well, this ain’t your property no more, bub, so if I was you, I’d move along.” The man was big, about forty, and heavy, with meaty hands and a deep suntan. He wore a dirty bright yellow shirt that said Operators Union 649. The way the man talked and moved, it was clear he was already half in the bag, and it was only two o’clock. 

			“Listen, pal, this place is mine, bought and paid for. You clear off right now, or I’ll be back in an hour with the police.”

			The man spat on the ground. “Yeah, you can do that. We might even leave. But an hour after that the cops will be gone, and we’ll be right back here.” 

			Owen said, quietly, “The man’s not wrong about that. The way things are breaking down everywhere, the police aren’t going to post an armed guard just to preserve your property rights. Let’s see if we can negotiate a bit.” 

			Evan thought about it some more and said, “Let me come in and gather up some of my personal stuff, and let’s talk about it.”

			The man’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of stuff?”

			“You probably know my wife died a few years ago. All the pictures I have of her, our wedding album, things like that, they’re all in there and they’re of no use to you. Let me come in and get them.” He looked around at the load in his car. “Tell you what. I’ve got a couple dozen cases of canned goods, some blankets and tarps and some jerry cans. I’ll trade them all to you for my personal stuff. You can check everything I’m taking, make sure it’s not something you can use. What do you say?”

			The man appeared to be thinking about it. His partner, a slight man in jeans and a John Deere cap, spoke for the first time. “C’mon, Paul,” he said. “Let him get his stuff.” Paul pulled a two-way from his belt, faced away from the Mercedes, and spoke into it. The conversation went back and forth for half a minute, and then he turned to face them again.

			“Oh, all right. Don says let ‘em on in. Randy, you stay here and keep watch. I’ll ride in with ‘em. Open the gate.” Owen got out and moved to the back seat, and watched him carefully as he approached the car. The big man got in front and sat back. “Look, it ain’t nothin’ personal, Doc. We all got families to take care of, and there’s way more here than one man needs.” The man reeked of beer. They waited while the other man started up the pickup and drove it far enough off the driveway that they could get around it, and then headed through the gate. Owen turned his head as they passed and noted the cooler and the empty beer cans scattered in the back of the pickup. Couldn’t say much for their discipline, he thought. 

			They drove down the long, winding, wooded drive to the big log house. There were four or five more vehicles there, mostly older pickup trucks. A couple of little girls played in the front yard, and over on the big lake nearby he could see young boys and a teenager fishing off the dock. They walked in through the front door, into the two-story great room with the big kitchen at one end. There were eight or nine men and women there. Canned goods were stacked on the kitchen counters, beer cans scattered around the room, and a pair of DD M4V11s leaning up against the kitchen bar. 

			“Who the hell are these old farts?” one of the men snapped. He was long-legged and tanned, with long black hair combed straight back, and a bushy beard. He had a big nose with a skein of broken capillaries, and bags under his eyes. Even from across the room, Doctor Booth could see the signs of alcoholism. He glanced at his well-stocked wet bar, and saw that a number of bottles were missing. 

			“I’m Evan Booth,” he answered, “and that’s my chair you’re sitting in, and those look like my guns over there. And I see you’ve been helping yourself to my liquor too.” He took a quick look around at the other faces in the room. A couple of the women seemed embarrassed, but the rest of the room looked at him coolly. One of the faces surprised him. “Ed,” he said, “What the hell are you doing here?” Ed Wilkes was the caretaker for the property. He and Ed had always had a good relationship, or so he thought. “Did you bring these people here?”

			At least the man had the decency to be embarrassed. He ducked his head and said, “Look, Doc, I’m sorry about this, but it’s starting to get real bad out there. The last I heard, you were still in India. We didn’t know if you’d ever be back. There’s food here, and fish in the lakes.” He shook his head sadly. “I mean, we’ve all got kids, Doc.” Ed looked around the room, and said hopefully, “You know, guys, he’s a doctor. We could use that here. Maybe we can all stay here together.”

			Before Booth could answer, the front door burst open and a boy about ten years old ran into the room, holding a huge largemouth bass. “Look what I caught!” he yelled, and then stopped short when he saw the strangers in their midst. 

			“Wow!” Owen said. “Son, that is really a fine fish! What’d you catch him on?” 

			“Black rubber worm,” the boy said proudly. 

			“Did you get him in those lilies off to the left of the dock?” 

			The boy nodded. 

			“That’s a really good place. They come in there to hunt frogs and minnows. There’s a drop-off right at the edge of the pads, and they like that.”

			A woman came over to the boy and looked at the fish proudly. “My goodness, that’s really big! You catch a few more and we’ll fry ‘em up for dinner. Now go put him in the sink.” 

			The boy went back outside, and Evan looked around at the people in the room. “I tell you what. I appreciate the fact that you have kids you want to protect, and you’re right, this place is big enough to support a group. I’m going to collect a few personal items for now. But I have a family too. In a few weeks or so we’re coming back, and I expect you to make room for us here.” 

			The man in the chair got up and said, “Not so sure about that, Doc.” 

			He strode over to one of the women, and whispered something in her ear. She stood up and said, “Come on, ladies. Let’s leave the men to talk.” The women left. 

			Evan glared at him. “Let’s get this straight. This house is my house. The bass that kid caught is my bass, caught from my dock in my lake. I’m willing to share what I have with you folks, but that’s my decision to make, not yours.”

			The bearded man shook his head. “I’m afraid that ain’t gonna work out, old man.” He looked around and said, “Anybody want a beer?” He reached under the bar. Suddenly there was a gun in his hand. “Hands up, fellas!” 

			Owen cursed, and thought for a second about throwing himself to one side and drawing down, but as he gathered himself to make a move, he felt a gun barrel poking him in the back. The other man, Paul, had managed unnoticed to get half a step behind them while the boy was showing off his fish. Owen raised his hands.

			“Paul, take their guns.” Owen felt his .45 slip out of his holster. 

			“Dammit, Don!” Ed said. “We’re not like that! This is his place, and if he don’t mind us stayin’, then we should welcome him too.” 

			The bearded man shrugged. “Sorry, cuz, but the world’s changed. Now there’s us on one side and everyone else on the other. You’d best get used to the idea.” He looked around. “Now, Ed, you grab one of those nice DDs and come with me. We’re all goin’ for a little walk. Paul, you’re with us. You assholes get moving and keep your hands raised where I can see ‘em.” 

			They walked out the front door into the sunlight, Owen and Evan with their hands raised. The boy who caught the fish trotted over and said, “Uncle Don, what are you doin’?” 

			The bearded man kept his gun up and his eyes on the Booths. “Turns out these are some bad men, kid. Now we’re goin’ out in the woods and have a little talk with ‘em.”

			“Can I come?”

			“No!” he snapped. “You stay right here and catch some more fish for dinner. We won’t be long.”

			They headed through the woods, down the path toward one of the other lakes, Evan and Owen in the lead followed by Don, the bearded man, and Paul, with Owen’s .45 stuck in his belt and the AR15 pointed to the sky, and then Ed, who walked with his gun slung over his shoulder by the strap. As they passed through the trees, Evan said, “Look, you don’t have to do this. We can—” 

			“Shut up, dammit! Or I’ll do you right here!” 

			Evan felt his knees start to buckle. His head swum with fear as the full realization hit him: I’m going to die! Now! In these woods. He felt a great bubble of panic rise in his chest and the world teetered on its axis. Someone shoved him from behind and he staggered forward. Owen remained silent. 

			They reached a clearing and Owen stopped and turned, his hands still in the air. “Wait. Please,” he said. He went down on his knees, and grabbed his hands together as if in prayer. “Guys, I’m begging you. Please.” He sounded desperate, verging on tears. Evan shook his head in disbelief. He’d never seen Owen like this. “For God’s sake, we haven’t done you any harm. I don’t want to end up dead someplace because of a house!” 

			“Get up, dammit!” Don took a step toward him, his gun pointed at Owen’s head.

			“C’mon man, have a heart!” he whined. “You can’t shoot us in front of the kid!” He raised his left hand and pointed back up the trail.

			The man looked startled and shot a lightning quick glance back up the trail and swiveled his head back to Owen. He was still on his knees, looking up the trail and pointing. Paul turned toward the trees, a bit unsteadily. The bearded man chanced a slightly longer look. “Where—”

			That’s when Owen’s right hand came up from his ankle with something shiny. A Beretta Pico has a 2.7” barrel. At ranges beyond five or six yards it’s pretty worthless, but at five or six feet it’ll do the job just fine. Owen fired as he brought the gun up. The first round struck the bearded man in the pubic bone, glanced off and tumbled through his left kidney, exiting his back below his ribs. The second shot struck him squarely in the sternum which fragmented in an explosion of bone shards, one of the larger of which tore through the man’s pulmonary artery and punctured the left atrium of his heart. The final round punched a hole in his temple, which was still turning back in their direction, and exited near the top of his head. All three shots went off in just over a second. 

			The man stumbled back a step, drunkenly, and started to pirouette, his knees buckling.

			Paul jumped back in surprise and then thought to bring his gun around, but the alcohol had dulled his reactions and he was too late. Owen swiveled the Pico in his direction and put two quick rounds in his head, and he dropped like a stone. Owen jumped to his feet and pointed the gun at the caretaker, who stood in shock, his mouth wide open. “Now Ed,” he said calmly. “You have to make a choice. You can try to take that gun off your shoulder and die like your cousin here, or you can turn around and walk away, and keep walking. You choose.” 

			Ed looked at the men on the ground, oozing blood. “I didn’t want any part of this in the first place!”

			Owen shrugged. “And yet, here you are. Walk or die.”

			Ed turned around and started walking. An observer in front of his face as he walked away would have seen a full panoply of emotions. First there was shock and disbelief, followed by mounting anger, followed by determination, followed by a smug look of calculation. They would also have seen, over his shoulder, Owen Booth touch his brother Evan on the arm, point to a large oak tree nearby and nod his head in that direction. As Evan hurried away, they would have seen Owen slip the Kurz back into his ankle holster, pull his .45 out of Paul’s belt, and slip behind another big oak.

			When the caretaker reached a distance he felt confident would take him out of the effective range of the small Kurz, he spun around, whipping the DD off his shoulder and bringing it up to fire. A momentary expression of confusion crossed his face when he saw that the small clearing was empty save for the bodies on the ground, which changed to the beginning of an expression of alarm when he saw Owen peeking around the side of an oak tree, pistol in hand, pointing it directly at his face. Then the lights went out. 

			Owen rushed over and picked up the M4V11 next to Ed’s twitching corpse and checked the chamber. He laughed. “Chamber’s empty!” he told his brother. “What a badass!” 

			“So what now, Owen?” The world seemed to swirl around him. His heart thundered in chest as his system flushed with adrenaline. 

			“We need to get moving and fast. Any idiot could hear there were two guns being used out here, and they might send some people to check. I don’t like the idea of taking on a whole houseful of people, and there’s kids back there.” 

			Owen passed him the rifle, and picked up Paul’s. “I’m thinking we skirt around the lakes and head for the gate and take that pickup truck. There’s only that one guy left, and old Paul here has the two-way on his belt. I say we walk up, tell him we traded the Mercedes for the truck and drive off. If he gives us any trouble, I’ll show him why you don’t screw with a pissed off ex-Marine. Unless you want your Mercedes bad enough to go back in there.”

			Evan said, “I don’t care much about the Mercedes, but I’m serious about getting my photos.”

			“Okay, then. Let’s head into town and see if we can get some cops out here to run these people off long enough for you to retrieve your stuff.” Evan nodded, and they headed off through the woods. 

			“You know,” Evan said after a few minutes, “It’s amazing how fast that went down once you started shooting. Three men dead in a matter of seconds.” He shook his head.

			Owen nodded. “Experts say the whole gunfight at the OK Corral probably took about fifteen seconds.”

			Evan said, “It’s like that thing you were in down in New Mexico. You told me how fast that went, but I didn’t see how that was possible. Now I do.”

			Two hours later they were back, this time accompanied by three deputy sheriffs with automatic weapons. All the vehicles were gone. The deputies made the brothers stay outside while they cleared the buildings. They retraced their steps through the woods to the scene of the shooting, but the bodies were gone too. Only large blood stains were left, soaking into the ground.

			Evan and Owen returned to the house, and went inside. It had been stripped of anything of survival value. All the food, the guns, the gear… everything was gone. In the living room, there were empty photo albums scattered everywhere. In the fireplace, they found the remains of a recent fire. The squatters had built up a big roaring bonfire and then fed the contents of all of Evan’s photo albums into it, all the remains of his marriage to Julie. 

			He collapsed on the floor by the fireplace and sobbed. 

			His brother knelt next to him. “Geez, that’s tough,” he said. “Bunch of real assholes.” He put his arm around his brother’s shoulders. 

			“I think we need to give up on this place though. Everyone who left here is going to romanticize this as some kind of paradise they were unjustly kicked out of, and sooner or later they’ll show up with a gang intent on taking it back.”

			



	

Andover, England

			July 24th 

			ARE YOU INFECTED? The British Army is seeking volunteers among active service and retired members who are showing signs of infection. Subjects are needed for testing to discover the abilities and limitations of those who have Succumbed. We are not offering a cure. Must be in otherwise good health. Please click on the link…

			Captain Jeremy Whitman, MD, sat forward in his chair, the monitor turned so the two other men in the room, Major John Deevers, MD and Colonel Liam Finnie, MD could see it. On the speaker phone was Nigel Fortier, Home Secretary. 

			“Yes, we have the application here, Mister Secretary. ‘Captain Harry Potter.’ Retired RAF helicopter pilot. I assume this is some kind of joke.”

			“It’s not, I’m afraid,” the Secretary said solemnly. “The last name is an alias, of course. It should read ‘Wales.’ ‘Captain Harry Wales.’”

			Deevers and Finnie sat up straight, startled, their eyes wide. Doctor Whitman started to say, “Then who… Oh my God! Harry Wales? You mean Prince Harry?”

			“Yes, I’m very sorry to say. This morning he woke with symptoms. He’s discussed it with his wife and the Family, and they’ve reluctantly agreed to his participation. Doing his bit, eh? Long history of that in the Royal Family. Why should this be different, he says.” It did not sound like the Home Secretary agreed with the decision.

			“Well, if he wants to...” He looked at the other two men, and they shrugged and nodded. “All right. You can tell his Royal Highness that we gratefully accept his generous offer of participation. Um… Normally we ask the volunteers to come here to Andover straightaway. Would that be convenient for him, do you think?”

			“The Prince has said he will accede to whatever protocols you insist on, but he would rather spend his last hours with his family at Broadlands, the Royal’s estate in Hampshire. It’s just a short drive from your facility, I believe.”  

			“Aye, that it is,” said Finnie. “We’d be happy to have a team there to monitor him, unobtrusively of course, and fetch him here when the time gets close.” 

			After they hung up, Finnie sighed. “I know him, actually. Good fellow. Played an important role in getting us everything we needed during the Ebola outbreak. A shame...” 

			Two days later, a limousine bearing the prince pulled up at the front door. The entire team of doctors, nurses and orderlies were there to greet him, lined up as though they were domestic staff. He walked with some difficulty up the front stairs, his arm around his wife, who supported him on her shoulder. At the door he stopped and kissed her, and whispered to her, pointing back at the limo. She hugged to him and wept, protesting, the tears streaming down her face.

			“No!” they heard him say. “This is the, the, the way I want to be ‘membered. Not th-th-thrashing ‘round and turning. Horridal. Horrible.” He made a great effort to speak intelligibly. “Doing my.... duty. Off doing my duty.”

			She sobbed harder and clung tighter, whispering something.

			“P-p-please. If you love m-m-m-me. Let me h-have this,” he begged.

			She grabbed his face in her hands, looked deeply into his eyes for a moment, and kissed him hard on the mouth. They could see her mouth form the words “I love you.” She turned to go back to the waiting limousine and her knees buckled. An aide grabbed her elbow and helped her to the curb. 

			The prince watched the car pull away, turned toward the building and nearly fell. Doctor Finnie stepped forward quickly and wrapped an arm around him. “Your Royal Highness,” he said. “We are most grateful for your participation.” 

			The Prince turned his head. “F-F-F-Finn! It’s g-good t’ see you ‘gain. Dnn’t realize ‘is yer show. An’ iss jus’ Harry, here. Capt’n. Not prince.” He turned to the others. “D-Doctrsss. Evr’buddy. Thanks.” Finnie helped him walk down the row of sad faces.

			“Would you like to see where you’ll be?” Finnie said, in a low voice. The prince nodded. 

			Finnie steered him down the hall and through one of a dozen identical doors into a small room. A metal armature hung from the ceiling, and ended in a harness. On the floor below it stood a manual treadmill. “Basically, it’s just an endless belt stretched over a bed of rollers,” Finnie explained. “We’ll strap you up here and see how far you can walk, how fast, etc., before needing to rest. There’s a scale attached to the treadmill so we can monitor weight loss during the process.”

			The prince looked around and said, “Why?”

			“Why monitor you? To gain--” 

			The prince shook his head vigorously, as if shaking water out of his hair. “N-no, Why me. W-w-w-walk?”

			“Oh, you mean your motivation? Ah, yes, we’ve provided for that.” He nodded at Deevers, who stepped outside. A moment later he returned with a large cardboard cutout that he set up in front of the treadmill. It was a life-sized photo of a gorgeous blonde woman in a red one-piece suit, with a whistle around her neck. Some kind of flotation device was tucked under her arm.  

			The prince stood for a few seconds, his head wobbling, and he turned to Finnie and smiled drunkenly. “P-P-P-Pam ‘Nderson? Thas’ all righ’, mate!”

			IT IS WITH GREAT SADNESS THAT THE QUEEN ANNOUNCES THE DEATH OF HER GRANDSON, PRINCE HENRY CHARLES ALBERT DAVID MOUNTBATTEN-WINDSOR, known and loved by all as Prince Harry. The Prince succumbed today at 2:17p.m. to the Tawada-Soseki parasite. Before his death, the Prince arranged to have his body donated to scientists at the British Army Medical Corps Center for Infection Studies in Andover. His wife Meghan accompanied him there. His last words, as related by an aide to the family, were “My darling, I go now to do my duty for my country. This is the way I wish to remain forever in your precious memory. God bless you and the children, God bless the Queen, and may God save England.”



	

San Francisco, California

			July 27th

			The horde first sprang out of the homeless camp on Isis under the Highway 101 overpass. The camp had swollen to over 3,000 people by the end of July, creating a miasma of flies, human waste, needles and garbage. Many of the homeless were mentally ill or drug addicts or both, so monitoring their fellows for early signs of infection was not, unfortunately, a priority for most of them. Police and social services did frequent sweeps, but it was easy to miss a bundle of rags in a corner that was actually a human being in the throes of the parasite. Once a person turned, there were plenty of ready victims in the grip of schizophrenic madness or drug-induced fantasies, and few sane and sober people around to sound the alarm.

			The last sweep of the area occurred at 9:00 p.m. on the 26th. By 8:00 a.m. on the 27th, when the first officers arrived on the scene, there were sixty Infected running amok in the camp, and over two hundred bite victims. Despite six casualties from among the authorities, by noon there were over a thousand Infected bursting from the camp and racing down San Francisco’s busy streets. Crackheads and heroin addicts who had overrun the once beautiful city nodded in doorways and on curbs, easy prey for the Infected. By now, their sinuses full of spores and many of them with the parasite’s infrastructure already building in their systems, their conversions often took no more than a few minutes and then they too joined the silent, bloody army.

			The police made a valiant effort to contain and combat the spreading horde, but by the time the sun set there were 6,000 Infected roaming the streets. A dozen fires had broken out and fire companies were unable to respond due to fears for their own safety. Until that point the governor had steadfastly refused to call out the National Guard on the theory that the crisis was actually the result of the “corrupt” administration in Washington, DC, and making any attempt to control the parasite would only lengthen the time before the administration finally admitted their “guilt” and released the “cure.” But when the rising sun on July 28th revealed hordes of thousands of Infecteds in almost every part of the city and a score of major fires raging out of control, asking for help seemed the only sane thing to do. 

			A Californian company actually manufactured the best anti-Infected armor, made of lightweight PVC and Tyvec mesh weave, and issued to police, army and National Guard units all over the country. But the luminaries running the California state government declined to provide any for their own state. In fact, they had spoken out against the company, and strongly encouraged demonstrations outside its facility. When state officials descended on the factory to seize all the suits on hand, they were unhappy to find it had been declared a Strategic Military Resource, one heavily guarded by a full Marine Corps rifle company backed by a detachment of Bradley Fighting Vehicles. 

			Much screaming and shouting followed, but the Marines had their orders, and all the company’s current production was already spoken for. It took a bitter and humbling call from the governor to the President himself to get the production rerouted to the company’s home state, but of course by then it was too little, too late. 

			Traffic snarled everywhere in the city by the Bay as its entire population tried to evacuate. Many people ran out of gas as they sat in traffic, trapped in their cars on gridlocked roads, with Infected running amok down the lines of stalled vehicles. 

			There had long been anecdotal evidence that the presence of other Infected caused people who were harboring the parasite to turn, as if the parasite could somehow sense the proximity of its fellows. That seemed to be very much the case here. Car doors were flung open as one or more occupants started violently itching and ripping off their clothes, causing the other people in the car to take to the streets and seek safety. Safety was often hard to find, however, as everyone still in the city had locked their doors, cowering in fear. 

			Then the smoke came, with fire crackling in its wake. People stuck in their cars now faced with the terrible choice of being cooked alive or fleeing into the jaws of swarms of Infected. 

			On the afternoon of the third day, a horde of five thousand or more Infected swept over police barricades on the lower level of the Bay Bridge and poured into Oakland. In less than an hour they hit the huge homeless camp under the intersection of the 580 and the 980, and soon Oakland was almost a repeat of the disaster in San Francisco. 

			The struggle was less one-sided there, however, as many blue-collar Oakland streets turned into battlegrounds between swarms of Infected and tough Oaklanders armed with guns, knives and makeshift weapons. There were a hundred different battles and a thousand unrecorded acts of valor, and eventually Oakland retook its streets and sealed off the Bay Bridge again, at least for a while, but not without horrific costs in dead and newly turned. 

			San Francisco was ultimately lost in spite of the injection of heavily armed Army units and newly armored National Guard units. Courageous uniformed personnel went house to house and building to building to rescue any stragglers, but by then the waves of Infected had washed north as far as Petaluma and south as far as San Jose, everywhere feeding first on the homeless the way a brush fire feeds on dry grass. 

			The government of California responded by attempting to round up the homeless everywhere else and get them under some kind of scrutiny, but they were fought at every turn by social activists and unfavorable court rulings. The governor finally responded by declaring martial law, and the following day 5,000 screaming demonstrators paraded in front of the governor’s mansion with placards calling him a fascist, some handcuffing themselves to homeless strangers in an effort to prevent their removal. More than one of protesters learned the folly of doing this the hard way, when the person they were chained to suddenly turned. 

			By the end of August an estimated 25 percent of the country, or about eighty million people, had succumbed to the parasite. Most of them were caught in the initial stages of the infection and were segregated and euthanized, but as the numbers grew steadily and the percentage of healthy people left in the population shrank, more and more people turned without anyone being there to prevent it, and the numbers of Infected roaming loose were estimated to be well over ten million, plus half again that many locked up in homes, offices and cars on the street. 

			Every city and town had teams of armed vigilantes who patrolled the streets in whatever armor they could find, with whatever weapons were available. It soon became clear that, for most people, guns were not effective weapons. Few shooters had the skill to reliably hit an Infected in the head even if it were standing still, and the use of a firearm in the middle of a melee was as apt to cause injury to the healthy as to the Infected. 

			Swords and hatchets were among the preferred weapons. Some people took to carrying flat-bladed garden spades or sidewalk ice scrapers sharpened to a razor’s edge, a single well-placed thrust of which could easily decapitate an Infected. Others preferred heavy hammers or mallets. It was a struggle for existence, and many people lost, while the infection rate increased.



	

South Elgin, Illinois

			August 9th

			The old man’s eyes popped open. He looked at the clock and it read 3:15 a.m. Nothing good ever happens at 3:15 a.m., he thought and wondered why he was awake. Some agitated snuffling and snorting next to him told the tale. Willow had always slept in their bed with Floyd and Marilyn, and when he first took her, he had given in to her whines and sad face and let her up on his bed too, and having done so he could hardly keep the boys out, so he had ended up sharing his bed with three big snoring, farting animals. He told himself it was only temporary, but as the days had turned to weeks everyone had gotten into the habit, so he just accepted it.

			All three dogs were standing on the bed now, facing the side of the room where the short sidewalk downstairs led to his front door. He quickly climbed out of bed and dressed when the doorbell rang. He stepped to the window and pulled it open a few inches. Because of the roof line, he couldn’t see his front stoop, but he could be heard easily enough. “Who’s there?” he said quietly. 

			“Owen, it’s Manny. There’s trouble. I need your help.” 

			“Be right down.” There were now several gun belts hanging on the wall next to his bed. One of them held a Sig P226 Legion. Another held a Sig with a mounted laser sight in a modified holster. He picked the one with his beloved .45 plus a holder for two extra magazines, and strapped it on. 

			The plague had finally hit the neighborhood and hit it hard. After Susie had turned and Marilyn showed symptoms, there had only been a few cases, and they were all caught early. In the last few weeks, however, they’d had about twenty cases, half a dozen of whom had turned without anyone knowing. Several times they had been discovered by family or friends, sometimes with tragic results, and several more had broken through windows and had needed to be put down. The old man did most of them himself. Over half the forty-eight units were now empty.

			He opened the front door and Manny stood there with his 12 gauge in his hand and a Taurus G2 in his belt. 

			“What’s up?”

			“It’s Cathy Rainier. She started calling for help a few minutes ago. She’s locked in her bedroom, says her house is full of zombies.” They took off together at a trot. 

			Cathy, a divorcee, had two kids going to Northern Illinois University, about thirty miles away. They’d closed the school a few weeks ago after a major outbreak of Infecteds at a music concert had resulted in dozens of deaths through bites and from kids getting trampled in the mad panic that followed. The old man had seen a bunch of young people coming and going from the place recently. Someone had told him that Cathy had let a bunch of her kids’ friends from the college crash at her place while they decided what to do. Some had no family left to go home to. 

			They arrived at her unit and called up to her window. “Cathy!” Manny yelled. “I’m back, and I brought Owen.” 

			Cathy’s head appeared at the window. “Oh thank God!” she cried. “Oh Owen, I’m so glad to see you! I tried calling, but the phones aren’t working!” Phone service was getting increasingly spotty, as were most of the rest of the utilities, including cable and internet. Electrical service had actually been pretty reliable so far. Commonwealth Edison, the power company that served northern Illinois, had switched over to almost exclusively nuclear power plants, and they were remarkably free from outside disturbances caused by things like fuel shortages. Line maintenance was becoming a problem, but the Comm Ed crews had been amazingly diligent in persisting at their jobs, even as other elements of society were on the short bus to hell. 

			“What’s going on, sweetheart?” he asked, trying to calm her.

			“Oh God! Oh my God! They’re all Infected! All of them! They’re biting and there’s blood everywhere and—” 

			“Cathy, we’re going to go get a ladder and we’ll get you out of there. We’ll let them have the place. You’ll be okay.”

			“No!” she cried, tears streaming down her face. “My daughter! I saw her run into the bathroom! I think she’s okay, but she’s trapped down there with those things!”

			“Which bathroom, Cathy? Upstairs, or the one off the kitchen?” All the units were built on the same basic floor plan, which included a powder room and a coat closet off the kitchen, just inside the garage door.

			“The kitchen one! Downstairs! Oh God, oh God!” 

			By now several other neighbors were outside, most carrying weapons of various sorts. 

			“Okay Cathy, here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to get a ladder and get you out, and then I’m going to get your daughter. These people are going to stay with you, and I’ll be back in two minutes. Okay?”

			He looked around at the others. “Stay here,” he said. “We’ll be right back.” He motioned to Manny to follow him. He used his garage code to open the door. Manny looked around at all the boxes he had stacked in his garage. Half the floor was covered in supplies stocked higher than a man’s head. The wall on the left side was lined with four large heavy-duty shelving units, and each unit was stacked with rows of propane tanks 

			“What’s all this?” Manny gawped. 

			“Never mind what it is,” the old man said curtly, cursing himself for letting anyone see his stash. “Grab that ladder, the tall one.” When he bought the place, he’d had big storage racks hung from the garage ceiling, so he could keep the floor clear, and had purchased a twelve-foot step ladder to access them. He grabbed a black plastic case from a shelf, and one of several long orange outdoor extension cords that hung from the wall. “Let’s go.” 

			Manny carried the ladder down the street and set it up against the front of Cathy’s place, and climbed up while people down below held onto it. He helped Cathy out of her bedroom window and onto the garage’s short roof, and then onto the ladder. She climbed down carefully, trying hard not to cry, and Manny followed her. 

			Meanwhile, the old man plugged the extension cord into the outside outlet by the front door, and unrolled it to the front of the garage. He opened the plastic case and took out a Black and Decker reciprocating saw. He pulled a big jack knife out of his pocket and jammed it through the garage door about chest height. He saw Cathy standing by with a puzzled look on her face. “Starter hole,” he said. “We’re hunting zombies.” He fired up the reciprocating saw and cut a rough six-inch circular hole in the door. At one point, the saw bucked in his hand and splattered grayish flesh in the cut. “Oops. Found one!” he said. 

			As soon as the piece dropped clear, an Infected pressed its face against the hole, its teeth gnashing. He stepped back a pace, pulled out the big Colt and shot it through the open mouth. The face disappeared. 

			“Yeah, I was afraid of that,” he said, shaking his head. He looked at Cathy, who looked back at him fearfully. “Oh, don’t worry,” he told her. “We’ll get your daughter out. What’s her name? I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten.”

			“Allison. Her name is Allison.” The old man could hear the trembling in her voice. 

			“That’s right, Allison. Cathy, we’ll get Allison out, no problem. I thought that if the Infected weren’t in your garage we could go in that way, and then break through the drywall to get her out. Now it’ll just take a few minutes longer.” Another Infected stuck its head through the hole and he shot that one too. “Now we’ll play Whack-A-Mole for a little while…”

			He bent toward the hole, and yelled, “Allison! We’re coming for you, sweetheart.” He heard a muffled reply. “If you can hear me, I want you to lie on the floor. There’s gonna be a few bullets flying around, and I don’t want you to get hurt.” 

			He waited a minute or two and when nothing happened, he leaned toward the hole and started singing in his best Slim Whitman yodel, “When I’m calling You-oo-oo-oo, oo-oo-ooo, will you answer Too-oo-oo-oo, oo-oo-ooo…” He looked at Cathy. “‘Indian Love Song.’ Zombies love ‘Indian Love Song.’”

			She looked confused. 

			He shrugged and continued his song. “That means I offer my love to you, to be your own. If you re—” An Infected smashed its face into the hole, snapping its jaws and missing him by inches. He shot it and it tumbled away. Two more Infected stuck their heads in the hole in rapid succession and he shot them both. 

			“Music critics,” he said. “So Cathy, how many kids were in your house last night?”

			“I don’t really know. I went to bed around ten, and I know they were coming and going for a while after.”

			“All right, I’m in no hurry.” He kept up the serenade, singing straight into the hole, sliding from “Indian Love Song” to “Waiting for a Train” complete with yodeling. He coaxed one more to the hole, and shot it, and recommenced his serenade. He had a surprisingly good baritone voice, too. “He’s in the jailhouse now, he’s in the jailhouse now, yo-Dee-oh-layhee…”

			After five more minutes, when no more Infected showed themselves, he stopped. “Well, I guess that should do it.” He turned around and was surprised to find several dozen people standing behind him. It looked like the whole neighborhood had turned out. They started clapping, and he blushed and grinned, doffed an imaginary hat, and gave them a quick bow. “Thanks, folks.” He smiled. “I’ll be here Tuesdays and Thursdays all month. Be sure to tip your waitress.” Even Cathy smiled. 

			“All right, now comes the fun part.” He moved around to the front door. Manny and several of the other men with guns followed him. At the door he turned to them and said, “I’m going in first to clear it.”

			Manny said, “No Owen, let me.” A couple of the other men said the same thing. He put his hand on Manny’s shoulder. “Son, I’m seventy, and I don’t have any kids depending on me. We’ll do this my way.” Manny nodded, reluctantly. 

			The front door, fortunately, was unlocked, so he opened it and stepped inside. “Wow. Stinks in here. Like zombies.” He flipped on the light switch and lit up the big two story foyer. He kept his back toward the window wall and made his way around the sofa, gun raised. He sidestepped into the galley kitchen, keeping a wary eye on the open basement door, and exhaled. Empty. He switched on the big overhead light. Relaxing, he stepped over to the powder room door and opened it. “Okay, Allis—” he started to say, when a big Infected lurched out of the bathroom and bit him hard on the shoulder, sinking his teeth in deep around his collarbone. The force of the attack drove them both across the narrow hall into the coat closet door opposite. He got his left hand up behind its head and grabbed its hair just as the thing let go and tried to shift its bite to his throat. They struggled for a moment as the thing tried to reach his jugular, and then he brought the .45 up, shoved it into its mouth and pulled the trigger. The blast sent several bone fragments into his left wrist as the thing’s skull and brains painted the bathroom wall behind it. 

			“Son of a bitch!” he yelled. He heard a tapping noise directly behind him and spun, gun raised. Someone was in the closet. “Who’s in there?” he hollered. 

			A tiny fearful voice said, “It’s Allison!”

			“Oh, sweetheart, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He shook his head. His wrist burned and his shoulder throbbed. “Stay there another minute. I need to check the garage, and then we’ll get you out.” He entered the garage and checked around both cars. Other than a pile of dead Infected by the hole he cut, it was empty. He went back inside the house, triggering the garage door opener as he did. He opened the closet door and Allison stood there, her face streaked with tears. She looked down at the Infected on the floor, and started to wail. Then she saw the bite on Owen’s neck. “Oh no…” 

			“Come on, honey, let’s get you out. Your mom’s right outside.” He took her by the elbow and gently pulled her out of the closet and pushed her toward the garage. “Do you know if anyone else is hiding anywhere?”

			She shook her head sadly. “I don’t know. I, I… don’t think so.” Her shoulders were heaving. She staggered down the three steps into the garage, and then ran to Cathy who waited outside. She passed Manny on his way in. 

			“Owen! Oh, man! You’re bit! Oh my God, man! I’m so sorry!” 

			“Yeah, I got careless. I still need to check the rest of the house. Wait here. No arguments!”

			The upstairs and the basement were clear, with no more Infected, and no one hiding in the closets. In one of the bedrooms upstairs there lay a naked girl who had been attacked and partially eaten. It looked as though someone had tossed buckets of blood around the room. The old man figured the outbreak had started here with her bed mate, whoever that was, turning while she slept and attacking and killing her before she could scream. Or maybe she had screamed and it took a while for someone to check on her, because someone had apparently opened the door, which let loose whatever lurked inside. A pool of drying blood stained the carpet outside the bedroom door.

			The basement was a jumble of couches and sleeping bags, all splashed with blood, and there were two more bodies down there, in worse shape than the one upstairs. The Infected must have found its way down here and began biting. Other people turned, and those that were left were a meal for the Infecteds. The room stank of undead and the coppery scent of blood. What a horror it must have been for the kids down there.

			He came outside and holstered his weapon, and as he did, he noticed people backing away from him. Manny stepped up and said, “Owen, my God, I’m so sorry...” He shrugged and headed back to his house. 

			The dogs were practically bouncing off the walls when he walked in. He took all three outside for a few minutes. Then he headed upstairs. 

			He locked himself in the bedroom, stripped and went into the bathroom. In the unlikely event he didn’t turn into a zombie himself, he sure didn’t want to die of an infection from whatever bacteria the thing still had in its mouth. He found a bottle of hydrogen peroxide under the sink, and set it in the shower stall. He took a quick shower and washed away the blood and brain matter, and when he finished he poured the peroxide over his collarbone. The pain drove him to his knees and made him howl like a dog as the peroxide bubbled in the wound. When he could finally stand again, he poured more on the punctures on his wrist. He writhed and swore until the pain faded, dried himself and then he went to the sink and pulled a medical kit from under the vanity.

			He took out a few gauze bandages, stacked them over the oozing bite and carefully taped them on. He pulled out a pair of good medical tweezers, turned on the light of a large magnifying lens and swung it over his wrist. 

			Gingerly, he probed each puncture until he found the piece of bone that made it, and carefully pulled it out, which took a lot of concentration and more than a little cursing. It was a procedure he was familiar with. The Day I Got Shot to Shit had left dozens of slivers of shrapnel in his body, and over the years they would sometimes work themselves to the surface. At first he’d gone into the VA each time to have them removed, but the wait to get in was often a long one, and it interfered with his painting and his travels. Eventually he’d started taking them out himself, carefully slicing the skin and probing for the bits of metal. His body sported over a dozen tiny scars, especially on his left side, but they were barely noticeable around all his much bigger ones. 

			He finished, taped some gauze to his wrist and washed his hands. He retrieved an old towel from the linen cabinet, pulled back his covers, laid the towel down to catch any bleeding, and sat on the edge of the bed. He pulled his phone out of his pants and tried to call Evan. The call wouldn’t go through. He sent a text to Evan, Jack and Dan, and hoped the phones would come back on soon so they would receive it. “Got bit,” it said. “Time to see if I’m immune. If you don’t hear from me in twelve hours, come get the dogs and the supplies. I love you all.” He washed down three Amoxicillin and a couple ibuprofen, laid down on the bed and said a quick prayer. “Not my will, but Thine be done. Oh Lord.” 

			It’s been a pretty good life, all things considered, he thought. It was still dark outside. He wondered if he’d ever see another sunrise.
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			Epilogue

			



	

South Elgin, Illinois

			September 9th

			The old man woke up groggily to furious barking. All three dogs were going nuts downstairs. He lay still for a moment with his eyes closed, and then the shock of what had happened a few hours earlier hit him. Bit! He thought. I’ve been bit!

			He drew his hands out from under the covers, frowning and bunching his muscles in anticipation of bad news, and opened his eyes. A wave of relief swept over him when he saw that they were free of any blue tint. He padded into the bathroom and stood in front of the mirror with no small amount of trepidation, and gingerly tugged the bandage off the bite wound on his shoulder. It looked red around the edges, but he peered close and couldn’t see any trace of the blue there either. Immune! Thank you, God! 

			The dogs were still barking. He pulled on his clothes, stepped into his shoes, and buckled his .45 around his waist. 

			Voices rose from right outside, apparently down on his driveway. No wonder Willow and the Boys were barking. He heard some laughter and discussion and a loud scraping noise. He stood still and listened for a minute, and then heard the sound of his garage door underneath him rolling up on its tracks. Damn! he thought. They’re in the garage!

			



	

Turning and turning in the widening gyre   

			The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

			Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

			Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

			The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

			The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

			The best lack all conviction, while the worst

			Are full of passionate intensity.

			 

			Surely some revelation is at hand;

			Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

			The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

			When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi

			Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

			A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

			A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

			Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

			Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

			The darkness drops again; but now I know

			That twenty centuries of stony sleep

			Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

			And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

			Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

			 

			“The Second Coming” by William Butler Yeats

			



	

Want to read more about the Old Man? 

			Remember when Evan and Owen were walking away from their near-execution in the woods of Pike County? Evan, amazed at how quickly the gunfight went down, mentioned to Owen the “thing in New Mexico.” (You didn’t think I’d just leave that dangling, did you?)

			Visit my website at WilliamHarrisonAuthor.com and sign up for my newsletter, and you’ll receive a free short story called “Incident in New Mexico.” It’s 1991, and Owen receives a desperate phone call from an old flame. It’s a story about love, guns, and blood-spattered walls!
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